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Dissertation Abstract
Sex or Sexual Assault?
Critical Media Literacy as a Tool for Consent Education
Most children’s exposure to media begins in infancy and increases into adulthood. Media,
even programming produced for children, is rife with sexist and racist messaging (Harris, 2018).
Because of its seductive imagery, media act as a highly influential form of sex education.
Problematically, media habitually portray nonconsensual behavior as sexy and consent-seeking
as unsexy (Katz, 2019). Black women are routinely devalued, hypersexualized, and exoticized in
movies and television (Donovan, 2007). The result of such media exposure is that young people
often misunderstand what constitutes sexual assault (Edwards, 2015). Logically, when
individuals do not clearly understand the differences between consensual sex and assault, they
are more likely to perpetrate sexual assault themselves and less likely to seek assistance when
victimized.
Black women and young adults are particularly vulnerable to sexual violence. One out of
every five women in college experiences sexual assault (Edwards, 2015), and one in four Black
girls experience sexual abuse before they reach 18, equating to a higher likelihood than the
general population (Balow, 2020). Though many schools are now incorporating rape-prevention
programming in their sex education curricula, it is frequently decontextualized, limiting the
potential efficacy (Cameron-Lewis, 2012). For example, the California State University system,
where this study took place, mandates its students receive sexual assault prevention training
annually.
ii

Though proven to be beneficial in aiding students in identifying advertising fallacies and
gender inequities (Harris, 2018), no studies could be found which explore how critical media
literacy (CML) could be used as a tool of sexual violence prevention. To address the lack of
research, this study collected data to lay the groundwork for building CML sexual assault
prevention curriculum.
Using a 37-question online survey incorporating open and closed questions, this study
examined college students’ CML skills related to sexism and racialized sexism, their
understanding of consent, and their capacity to identify nonconsent in media texts. Findings
showed significant student CML skill variability in all three areas. The male group vastly
underperformed female and non-binary/ trans/ agender groups in all three subjects explored.
Furthermore, a lack of correlation between year in school and consent understanding was
observed, suggesting that the annual sexual assault prevention training students receive does
have a cumulative effect on students’ understanding of consent. Further, CML related to sex and
sexuality, and consent were found to predict consent understanding. Meaning, not only does the
capacity to recognize nonconsent in media predict consent understanding, but students’
recognition of sexually oppressive messages in texts also predicts their understanding of consent.
This study will make teachers and administrators better aware of students’ CML skills,
thus strengthening their position to design optimally effective sexual violence prevention
curricula and advocate for students to receive it.
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CHAPTER I: THE RESEARCH PROBLEM
Introduction
During my senior year of college, I volunteered for a sexual assault crisis agency as a
hospital advocate and peer counselor. While on hotline shifts through my work with the agency,
I provided resources and support to sexual assault survivors. As an advocate, I met victims at the
hospital directly following a sexual assault and provided advocacy and support during interviews
with police and medical examinations. Working at a sexual assault crisis agency ignited a fervent
passion in me for combatting sexual assault. Though volunteering with survivors was
enlightening and meaningful, I keenly wanted to shift into the field of primary prevention.
“Primary prevention” aims to change social attitudes that create a culture of inequality that
results in sexual violence rather than responding to the sexual assaults after they have taken
place.
After graduating from college, I began working as a domestic violence and sexual assault
educator for high school students. As part of the educational program, I provided students with
advertisements for their analysis. I observed that students routinely struggled to differentiate
between the concepts of consensual sex and sexual assault. It occurred to me that convincing
students that consent must be informed and explicit was futile when media perpetually portray it
on the contrary. This experience working with students ignited a deep interest in exploring
critical media literacy as a tool of sexual violence prevention.
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Background of the Researcher
I have included my positionality to help readers understand how my background may
impact this research journey and consider how my social experience may influence my
interpretations of data. I graduated from California State University Long Beach with a
bachelor’s degree in Women’s Studies. I earned a master’s degree in Behavioral Science Gender
Equity Studies from California State University, Sacramento. I am a university lecturer who
teaches courses on sexism within the United States education system and multicultural children’s
literature. I am a feminist, and I am White. Each of these features of my identity shapes my
experience and the lens through which I view the world and how I have interpreted this study.
Statement of the Problem
In 2003, Kobe Bryant, star player of the Los Angeles Lakers, had sex with a 19-year-old
employee of a Colorado hotel. The following morning the young woman filed a police report
contending the sexual encounter with Bryant was rape. According to the police transcripts, now
public record, Bryant responded to the rape allegations with shock, claiming the sexual
interaction was entirely consensual. Though the victim never verbally confirmed she wanted to
have sex, Bryant reported that he assumed the sex was consensual due to her body language and
engagement in kissing and sexual touching. The sexual assault charge was eventually dismissed
(Stern, 2017). As part of the agreement to dismiss the charges, Bryant issued the following
public statement:
Although I truly believe this encounter between us was consensual, I recognize now that
she did not and does not view this incident the same way I did. After months of reviewing
discovery, listening to her attorney, and even her testimony in person, I now understand
how she feels that she did not consent to this encounter. (Stern, 2017, para. 3)
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While Bryant’s case occurred 15 years ago, the public discussion of consent continues to draw
widespread misunderstanding and controversy.
In 2013, a rape case in Australia made global headlines after a 21-year-old named Luke
Lazarus deceptively led an 18-year-old woman into the alley of his father’s nightclub. Although
she indicated she “needed to go,” he pulled down her clothing, pushed her to her knees, and
pushed himself inside of her (McGowan, 2018). Lazarus later asserted that he believed she had
consented to the sexual encounter because she complied with his demands, because her body
language implied consent, and because she did not run away from him. The incident started a
five-year-long legal battle. Though a jury initially convicted Lazarus of rape, and he spent 11
months in jail, his attorney appealed and was awarded a judge’s retrial. The new judge acquitted
Lazarus on the grounds that he was unaware that the victim had not consented to the sex act
(Schipp & Graham, 2018). In 2016, Brock Turner, a Stanford University student, was convicted
of sexually assaulting an unconscious woman behind a dumpster. He later claimed that he had
assumed she was sexually interested in him, which he interpreted as implied consent because
earlier in the evening, she had rubbed his back (Gore, 2016).
Rape cases like the ones involving Bryant, Lazarus, and Turner are not unique. Sexual
violence is quite common globally. The National Crime Victimization Survey [NCVS] estimated
that over 700,000 sexual assaults took place in 2018 in the United States alone, doubling from
the previous year (NCVS, 2019). Like most perpetrators of violence, these three individuals were
not merely acting out deviant sexual urges. Instead, they were following a sexual script
propagated through media - a script that routinely constructs women as inferior, who exist as
objects to provide men sexual pleasure, and whose needs, desires, and experiences of safety are
constructed as less significant than those of men. The cases of Bryant, Turner, and Lazarus lie
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within the broader context of a “rape culture.” In a rape culture, media portray rape as
entertaining, violence as sexy, and sex as violent. A rape culture propagates gender inequities,
which depict women in trivial roles whose primary importance is to appear attractive to men and
provide them sexual pleasure. In a rape culture, there is a widespread, fundamental
misunderstanding of consent (Harding, 2015).
Most children are exposed to media from infancy, increasing into adulthood. Even
programming for children is rife with sexist messaging (Harris, 2018). Problematically, media
habitually portray non-consensual sexual behavior as sexy and consent-seeking as unsexy (Katz,
2019). Because of the seductive nature of media imagery, media acts as a highly influential form
of sex education, which propagates a narrow construction of acceptable/normative sexual
behavior. The result of such media exposure is that young people often misunderstand what
constitutes sexual assault and characterize consent-seeking as unnecessary (Edwards, 2015).
The miseducation young people receive about sex from media decreases the likelihood
that they will recognize sexual assault as adults (Kahlor & Morrison, 2007; Katz, 2019), speak
up for themselves when their own boundaries are pushed (Seabrook et al., 2017), or intervene
when they witness questionable behavior (McMahon, 2010). Logically, when individuals do not
clearly understand the differences between consensual sex and assault, they are more likely to
unknowingly perpetrate sexual assault themselves. Young adults are highly vulnerable to sexual
violence. One out of every five women in college experiences sexual assault, equating to a
higher likelihood than the general population (Edwards, 2015). Scholars hypothesize that the
high rates of sexual violence are a product of a culture that socially conditions women to be
passive, men to be aggressive, and constructs a dichotomous gender hierarchy that perpetually
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and systematically disempowers and devalues women (Bourke, 2007; Harding, 2015; Katz,
2019; Murnen et al., 2002).
Though many schools are now incorporating rape-prevention programming in their sex
education units, researchers such as Cameron-Lewis and Allen (2013) report that it is frequently
decontextualized, limiting the potential efficacy. Students are rarely given authentic
opportunities to thoroughly explore the concepts of consent and sexual assault (Cameron-Lewis
& Allen, 2013) or the ways that media blur the lines between the two. Though research has
demonstrated that critical media literacy (CML) can be quite powerful in helping students
recognize “fake news” and advertising fallacies, few studies have explored the ways that media
literacy can be used to teach students to recognize and thus resist gender inequity and violence
(Harris, 2018). To address this gap, this study will explore the relationship between
undergraduate students’ CML and their understanding of consent.
Background and Need
In the past decade, college campuses across the United States have come under fire for
failing to report student sexual assault allegations and taking what has widely been perceived as
insufficient steps towards addressing and preventing sexual violence. The mishandling of sexual
assault by colleges and universities has spurred a nationwide movement that attempted to hold
higher education institutions accountable and work to reduce sexual violence (Edwards, 2015).
As a result, in 2015, two different Senate bills were passed in California that attempted to
address sexual assault by altering the definition of consent and increasing the number of students
who receive sexual assault education (CA Legislative Information, 2017b).
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While sexual assault education is not mandatory for all schools, individual school
districts have been required to include a sexual violence prevention education component into
sex education units. Considering the growing trend of implementing violence prevention, more
research is needed to identify methods that assist students in recognizing sexual violence and
combat the ideologies contributing to it.
For decades feminist theorists have argued that social norms directly contribute to the
pervasiveness of sexual violence (Katz, 2006; Murnen et al., 2002). One primary agent that
transmits social norms is media (Katz, 2006). Popular media fosters the endorsement of sexist
beliefs by promoting sexual scripts. The term “sexual scripts” refers to sexual and romantic
behavior constructs that are habitually portrayed as appropriate and thus normative for men and
women (Simon & Gagnon, 1986). Roles for each gender are distinctly different and support male
domination and female submission (Byers, 1996). Sexual scripts theory postulates that
behavioral constructs portrayed as normative within media directly influence individual behavior
(Simon & Gagnon, 1986).
According to feminist theorist Rich (1980), “compulsory sexuality” is a dominant cultural
attitude that assumes heterosexual relationships are the only normative and socially sanctioned
relationships. While compulsory heterosexuality assumes only heterosexual relationships are
normative, the “heterosexual script” specifies that within a heterosexual relationship, hegemonic
gender roles are normative (Kim et al., 2007, p.146). Hegemonic (and dichotomous) gender roles
dictate how boys/men should feel, think, and behave in romantic and sexual interactions while
simultaneously providing distinctly different yet complementary instructions for girls/women
(Kim et al., 2007). The sexual script, Kim et al. (2007) explains, “entitles boys/men to prioritize
their own sexual desire, to act on their sexual needs, to perceive their hormones to be ‘out of
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control,’ and to promise power and status to women in return for sex” (p. 146). Conversely, the
heterosexual script conditions girls/women to “deny or devalue their own sexual desire, to seek
to please boys/men, to “wish and wait” to be chosen and to trade their own sexuality as a
commodity” (Kim et al., 2007, p. 146).
Exploring the commonality of the heterosexual script (hegemonic, heteronormative
gender portrayal) in popular television, Kim et al. (2007) examined 25 primetime television
shows most frequently viewed amongst adolescents. The researchers found the heterosexual
scripts to be pervasive in all 25 programs. According to the study, primetime television routinely
propagates the notion that men demonstrate masculinity by attaining sexual experience with
women by any conceivable means. Additionally, they discovered that in several shows surveyed,
men employed deceitful and even forceful strategies in order to engage in sexual activity (Kim et
al., 2007).
According to Byers (1995), the traditional sexual scripts (TSS) not only reinforce sexist
interactions but also may directly promote sexual violence. As explained by Murnen et al.
(2002), “adherence to the masculine gender role is implicated in the perpetuation of sexual
assault against women in that it encourages men to be dominant and aggressive, and it teaches
that women are inferior to men and are sometimes worthy of victimization” (p. 359). Similarly,
Byers (1995) describes that the TSS:
Pits the oversexed, aggressive, emotionally insensitive male initiator who is enhanced by
each sexual conquest and taught not to accept “no” for an answer against the unassertive,
passive woman who is trying to protect her worth by restricting access to her sexuality
while still appearing interested, sexy, and concerned about the man’s needs. Sexual
coercion is believed to be learned and maintained through widespread socialization for
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this behavioral sexual script, traditional gender roles, and attitudes and beliefs that
support, condone, and legitimize sexual coercion in at least some circumstances. (p. 11)
Young adults consume approximately nine hours of media each day (Common Sense,
2015). Furthermore, a wealth of research has shown that media impacts social perception
(Collins et al., 2017; Dill et al., 2008; Vance et al., 2015; Van Oosten et al., 2015). For example,
studies have found that television programming impacts the endorsement of sexist beliefs
(Seabrook et al., 2017), as does playing sexist video games (Stermer & Burkley, 2015). Sexist
media has also been found to increase attitudes tolerant of sexual harassment (Dill et al., 2008)
and increase rape myth acceptance (Burgess & Burpo, 2012; Dill et al., 2008). Additionally,
individuals with rape-supportive attitudes are less likely to distinguish between sexual assault
and consensual sex (McMahon, 2010).
In addition to media impacting the personal beliefs of the viewer, according to Seabrook
et al. (2017), it also has a behavioral impact. For women, the internalization of sexist ideology
has been linked to a diminished sexual agency (Seabrook et al., 2017). Individuals who endorse
rape myths are less likely to intervene when a sexual assault is occurring or about to occur (Katz,
2019). When legislators endorse rape myths, those ideologies are built into policies and laws
(Burger, 1977). Rape myth acceptance also influences what constitutes rape (Burt & Albin,
1981). Furthermore, according to Katz (2006), a society that socializes citizens to possess rapesupportive attitudes is likely to produce jury members, lawyers, politicians, and police officers
who lack understanding of the causes or effects of sexual violence.
One understudied avenue of rape prevention education is utilizing CML to reduce
students’ vulnerability to dangerous media messaging. Aims of CML C teach students are to
deconstruct media texts by exploring messages about power and value and convert students from
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passive consumers to intentional, critical ones (Kellner & Share, 2007). Some programs have
combined CML with social justice education to transform students into active participants of
democracy or agents of social change. While scholars have advocated for integrating CML
curriculum into schools, widescale efforts to do so have been unsuccessful due to institutional
resistance (Giroux, 1994; Kellner & Share, 2007). According to Giroux (1994), a potential
reason for the opposition from schools and administrators is that educators largely perceive
cultural studies as ideological rather than “scientific” or “objective” (p. 289).
According to Puchner et al. (2015), one way to increase educator buy-in and thus
mainstream use of CML programs in schools is to explore the efficacy of CML from a positivist
approach that employs quantitative analysis. Though most studies examining CML have been
qualitative (Puchner et al., 2015), both Pinkleton et al. (2008) and Puchner et al. (2015) assessed
the efficacy of CML curricula by using pre and post-tests. Pinkleton et al.’s (2008) quasiexperimental study sought to explore the effectiveness of a CML program in teaching students to
resist tobacco advertisements. The study found that participants who received the training
demonstrated a higher level of reflective thinking than the control group. The researchers thus
concluded that CML “may serve as an effective and flexible health communication strategy”
(Pinkleton et al., 2008, p. 31). In their mixed-methods study, Puchner et al. (2015) provided preand post-tests before and following a critical media literacy program that focused on sensitizing
students to gender stereotypes. The study, which surveyed 264 7th graders, found that their CML
program effectively aided students’ understanding of discrimination and how media perpetuates
it (Pinkleton et al., 2008).
While studies that explore CML and sex education are few, Scull et al. (2018) reported
their media literacy program positively impacted students' knowledge of sex and normative
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beliefs and demonstrated a decrease in rape-supportive attitudes. According to Scull et al. (2018),
the study results have significant implications for the power of CML programs. As explained by
Scull et al. (2018), “When students have a more accurate understanding of rape and consent, this
increased understanding has the potential to result in fewer incidents of sexual assault and less
victim-blaming” (p. 173).
Sexual violence is unbridled in the United States. According to the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (2012), over 25 million people have experienced rape or attempted rape
in their lifetime. Consequently, legislative and policy efforts have attempted to address the
rampant rates of sexual violence. For example, California now requires that all public high
schools with a health graduation requirement include content on sexual assault prevention (CA
Legislative Information, 2017b). Additionally, the California State University system has
redefined what constitutes consent and sexual assault by implementing an “affirmative consent”
model (California State University, 2014). Though policy plays a role in addressing sexual
violence, it is only a piece of what is necessary to reduce the prevalence of the crimes
significantly (Katz, 2019).
As research has demonstrated how media perpetuate sexual assault, CML should be
considered a tool in the arsenal to combat sexual violence. Popular media (the programs that
young people primarily consume) foster sexist beliefs by promoting sexual scripts. Sexual scripts
promote gender inequality and rape-supportive beliefs, skew lines between consensual sex and
sexual assault, and thus propagate damaging attitudes and misinformation about sex and
romantic relationships. However, CML programs have the potential to disrupt the negative effect
of sexist media consumption. This study aims to aid explore if CML may be useful in sexual
assault prevention education.
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Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to explore how undergraduate students’ critical media
literacy skills relate to their understanding of consent. The results of the study can be used to
inform curriculum development for undergraduate consent education. Critical media literacy has
been used to reduce oppressive attitudes in various realms and teach students to resist risky
behavior such as smoking (Pinkleton et al., 2008), and unprotected sex (Scull et al., 2018).
Considering the epidemic rates of sexual violence in the United States and that legislation now
mandates some schools to teach consent education, research is needed to explore how CML may
aid in the fight against sexual violence.
Theoretical Framework
This study used sexual script theory (SST). According to SST, an individual’s sexuality is
largely influenced by social and cultural influences rather than based merely on predilections and
past experiences (Simon & Gagnon, 1986). Like its social learning theorists’ predecessors
(Bandura, 1977), sexual script theorists, Simon and Gagnon (1986), agree that media play a
powerful role in shaping individual attitudes, gender roles, and sexual behavior. Both theories
perceive that media imagery reinforces conformity due in part to role modeling particular
behaviors. However, rather than individuals enacting behavior due to association with rewards or
punishments, SST claims that society creates and promotes a set of “scripts” which dictate what
is considered as normative behavior.
“Sexual scripts” refer to social constructions that specify what constitutes as sex and
instruct individuals how to behave in romantic and sexual situations (Simon & Gagnon, 1986).
Sexual scripts do not encourage the same sexual behaviors of men and women (Seabrook et al.,
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2017). Gordon and Ellingson (2006) explain that “students do not simply hear and enact sexual
scripts presented to them… but instead activity interpret, revise, weigh and attach meaning to
these messages” (p. 251). However, SST suggests that attitudes towards gender roles and sexual
behavior are transformable (Simon & Gagnon, 1986). Therefore, if students are encouraged to
analyze oppressive ideology, their endorsement of the ideology may change.
This study employed CML as a theory and praxis. According to Kellner (2020), CML,
which evolved from the multidisciplinary school of cultural studies, expands the traditional
concept of literacy to encompass all forms of texts, including digital ones. As a theory, CML is
focused on the politics of representation, ideology, and the ways social power is maintained
through media messaging (Kellner, 2020). The primary goal of CML, according to Share (2019),
is “to deepen analysis to more critical levels that examine the relationships between media and
audiences, information and power” (p. 8). As a theory, CML is multifaceted and borrows
perspectives from intersectional theory, feminist theory, and critical race theory to fully explore
how gender, sexuality, race, class, and elements of identity are represented in ways that promote
oppression (Kellner, 2020). Feminist theorists have long been critical of the ways that media
reinforce patriarchy (Gill, 2018; hooks, 1996; Katz, 2019) and White domination (hooks, 1996)
and promote violence against women (Collins & Bilge, 2016). Critical media literacy as a praxis
teaches students to employ critical analysis when consuming media to deconstruct or decode
media messaging (Hall, 1973) and thus reject ideologies supporting oppression.
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Research Questions
This study investigates the following research questions:
1. To what extent do students demonstrate critical media literacy sex and sexuality
(CMLSS) skills?
2. To what extent do students demonstrate critical media literacy consent (CMLC) skills?
3. To what extent do students demonstrate consent understanding (CU)?
4. Are there any differences in CMLSS, CMLC, and CU by gender?
5. Does CMLC predict consent understanding when controlling for gender and year?
6. Does CMLSS predict consent understanding when controlling for gender and year?
Delimitations
Sexual violence is pervasive in communities across the United States and globally. The
LGBTQI+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, plus) community, for instance,
experiences extreme levels of sexual violence as a consequence of sexism, as well as of
homophobia, which is promoted through media (Katz, 2019). Black trans women, in particular,
face astronomically higher rates of violence in the United States (sexual assault, physical assault,
street harassment, and police harassment) compared to other minoritized communities
(Transgender Law Center, 2021). However, to put parameters on the size of this study, the
research focused on heterosexual representation in media. Examining the rates of violence
against the LGBTQI+ community and the connection to media representation and invisibility is
an important realm of study for future research. Minimally exploring the myriad of social
contributors to the sexual violence that the LGBTQI+ community faces and how the community
experiences the threat of sexual violence in this study is a delimitation.
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Additionally, though CML includes critiques about all types of power and oppression,
another delimitation of this study is that it did not explore students' ability to recognize racism in
media beyond where racism intersected with sexism. While there is a significant need for future
research to assess students' capacity to recognize racist messaging in media in various forms, this
study focused only on sexism and racialized sexism in media representation.
Educational Significance
This study adds to the field of sexual assault prevention education (SAPE) and CML. The
data collected in this survey research will help educators design curricula that integrates CML
with sexual assault prevention. As schools increasingly grapple with reducing sexual violence on
campus, more legislators require schools to teach sexual violence prevention, and more
administrators contribute resources into SAPE. Research is needed to explore all tools that may
effectively dismantle rape culture. If teachers and administrators are better aware of students’
CML skills, they may be better positioned to design optimally effective curricula and advocate
for students to receive it.

15

CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
Research from Burgess and Burpo (2012), Dill et al. (2008), and Seabrook et al. (2017)
attest to the immense power media have on impacting perception. Media frame the cultural
conversation around rape claims, foster sexist ideology and nourish a context welcoming of
sexual violence (Katz, 2006). Because media play such a foundational role in nourishing gender
violence, young people are in dire need of tools that enable them to resist seductive and
detrimental ideology, which perpetuate sexual violence.
This literature review explores Western culture’s exposure to popular media, sexist and
racist representations common in media, and how media sexualizes violence. The review also
examines the effect sexist and sexually violent media have on attitudes and behaviors and
explores how popular media contribute to a “rape culture” Lastly, this literature review discusses
methods that have been employed to address sexual violence and considers how CML may be
used as a tool for sexual assault prevention.
Media
For most children, exposure to media begins during infancy and increases until
adolescence (Ballam & Granello, 2011). Teenagers (age 13-18) in the United States consume
almost nine hours of entertainment media per day (Rideout, 2015). Because of the extended
exposure children have to television, advertisements, movies, music, and video games, media act
as a powerful socialization agent (Ballam & Granello, 2011). Over $266 billion is spent annually
on advertising alone (Campbell et al., 2009). The colossal market size of the industry attests to
the extraordinary influence media messaging has over the masses. Although many dismiss media
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as merely benign entertainment, media researchers consistently find that exposure to uniform
messages profoundly affects audiences (Campbell et al., 2009; Wood, 2009).
Sexist, Heterosexist and Sexually Racialized Media Representation
Media representation of gender is highly inequitable. Women make up less than 30% of
all speaking roles in feature films. Not only are women less frequently portrayed in film, but also
the roles they are given are highly stereotypical. Women characters often lack real employment
and are commonly hypersexualized (Smith et al., 2012). In their analysis of primetime television,
Smith et al. (2012) found that women are far more likely than men to be “portrayed scantily clad
(36.2% vs. 8.4%), showing exposed skin (34.6% vs. 11%), thin (37.5% vs. 13.6%), and as
physically attractive (11.6% vs. 3.5%” (p. 10). The researchers explain that such findings
“illuminate that primetime females are valued more than primetime males for their looks,
youthfulness, and sexy demeanor” (Smith et al., 2012, p. 10). Because few roles are given to
women that emphasize their skills rather than their physical characteristics, audiences receive the
notion that the most essential quality of a woman is her body (Seabrook et al., 2017).
Women are not only sexualized in media, but frequently sexually objectified (Vance et
al., 2015). According to Fredrickson et al. (1998):
Sexual objectification occurs whenever people’s bodies, body parts, or sexual functions
are separated out from their identity, reduced to the status of mere instruments… In other
words, when objectiﬁed, individuals are treated as bodies and, in particular, as bodies that
exist for the use and pleasure of others. (p. 269)
According to Vance et al. (2015), sexual objectification occurs whenever women are presented
through the lens of what is hegemonically considered sexually attractive to men, when there is a
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focus on their bodies, or when a sexualized body (or body part) is literally morphed into an
object. Examples of sexual objectification are found all over the media system. Women are
perpetually sexually objectified in television, film, video games, music video imagery, as well as
lyrical content (by both male and female artists), commercials, and advertisements (Ward, 1995).
Fifty-two percent of magazine advertisements depict women as sex objects (Stankiewicz &
Rosselli, 2008).
Black women are routinely hypersexualized and racialized in media (West, 2017).
According to Collins (2000), three “controlling images” of Black women include the Jezebel, the
Mammy, and the Matriarch. The “Jezebel,” the archetypal sexually aggressive, overtly
promiscuous Black women, originated during slavery as a means to justify sexual exploitation by
white men (Collins, 2000). Hip hop culture has long been criticized for perpetuating the Jezebel
stereotype (Stokes, 2007). However, stereotypical images of Black women are everywhere in the
media system, including social media and television (West, 2017). “The Mammy,” the archetype
of the obedient, loving, faithful black domestic servant, has also been perpetuated through media
since its inception during slavery. The Mammy, depicted as a voluptuous Black woman who
loves her life of domesticity and servitude, can be seen on commercial products from pancake
syrup to cookie jars (West, 2017). The Mammy character has been present in early movies such
as Gone with the Wind (1936) to the modern-day (Big Momma, 2000; Norbit, 2007; A Madea
Family Funeral, 2019).
The third stereotype identified by Collins (2000) is the Matriarch. “The Matriarch,”
archetype also referred to as “the Sapphire,” publicly debuted on the Amos ‘n Andy Show in
1951. She is portrayed as an aggressive, domineering, and emasculating Black woman. Scholars
today generally refer to this trope as the Angry Black Woman (ABW). She is portrayed as
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aggressive, overbearing, drama-loving, and often violent (West, 2017). The ABW can be found
on commercialized products (mugs, T-shirts), reality television (Love and Hip-Hop; 2011present), primetime television (Married to Medicine, 2013-present, Empire, 2015-present),
movies (Why Did I Get Married?, 2007; Think Like a Man, 2012) and even on cartoon strips
(West, 2017). The Sapphire/ABW stereotype, according to Pilgrim (2015), “is a social control
mechanism that is employed to punish Black women who violate the societal norms that
encourage them to be passive, servile, non-threatening, and unseen” (p. 121). Essentially, the
racist and sexist stereotype’s function is to shame Black women who challenge inequity, speak
up about the unfairness they encounter, or demand reasonable treatment (Harris-Perry, 2011).
While each of the controlling images of Black women in media is quite different, each stereotype
constructs them as inferior due to race and gender (Watson et al., 2012).
Similar to the stereotypes that media restrict Black women to, the LGBTQI+ population
is also minoritized in media. The queer community is largely underrepresented in television and
movies, and the roles that do exist are highly stereotypical (Carilli & Campbell, 2013; Randazzo
et al., 2017) and are infrequently played by LGBTQI+ identifying actors (Funk et al., 2019).
Intersex individuals (those born with reproductive or sexual anatomy that does not easily
fit into a male/female sex binary) are virtually absent from media representation. While trans
individuals, conversely, are increasingly represented in media, their transness is often the focus
of the storyline and is frequently framed as a malady (i.e., Transparent, I Am Cait, and Orange Is
the New Black) (Funk et al., 2019). Trans stories are not only typically “portrayed through a
cisgender lens” but also commonly focus on whether the trans individual will get genderaffirming surgery or not, thus implying that trans people “require alteration and lack bodily
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integrity and a right to privacy” (Funk et al., 2019, p. 124). Thus, stories that focus on trans
people living everyday lives are rare.
Gay men, on the other hand, are more commonly represented than trans and intersex
individuals; however, they overwhelmingly adhere to the effeminate trope (Dines et al., 2018).
Such exclusive representation of gay men makes it particularly difficult for those outside the
queer community to understand that, in reality, many gay men enact gender expression in the
very same ways that heterosexual men do. While masculine-presenting lesbians occasionally
make television and movie roles, lesbians are primarily presented in media in hyperfeminine and
hypersexualized ways. Scenes that incorporate lesbian romantic contact are often strategically
constructed in media to sexually arouse the straight male audience (Randazzo et al., 2015). The
hypersexual representation of lesbians in television and movies may be related to why “lesbian”
is the most popularly searched category on Pornhub and YouPorn, which collectively draw over
40 billion visits annually (Kacala, 2018). Television and movies frequently present bisexuality
and “hetereoflexibility” as trendy, and like lesbians, bisexuals are often hypersexualized and
stereotyped as having unsatiable sexual appetites (Funk et al., 2019).
The limited tropes media offer can act as prescriptions or “scripts” of normative behavior
(Seabrook et al., 2017). According to Seabrook et al. (2017), “gender scripts” refer to the
commonly accepted beliefs about how people should act and feel in romantic and sexual
situations (Seabrook et al., 2017). Traditional gender scripts construct women as “passive
participants in their relationships and are expected to prioritize the desires of others (particularly
men)” and are valued foremost for their physicality and perceived sex appeal (Seabrook et al.,
2017, p. 240). Conversely, the same scripts construct men as highly sexually charged and entitled
to obtain sexual gratification from women in exchange for status and power (Kim et al., 2007).
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Kim et al. (2007) analyzed primetime television programming popular with adolescents
to assess the frequency of the following heteronormative sexual script themes: “the sexual
double standard, courtship strategies, attitudes toward commitment, and homophobia” (p. 149).
Within the 51 hours evaluated, Kim et al. (2007) found the heterosexual script enacted 662 times.
Some of the most common subcategories which emerged through the analysis included
constructing “sex as masculinity,” men constantly being “preoccupied with women’s bodies,”
and men being “sexual initiators.” According to Kim et al. (2007), not only were men habitually
depicted in programming as attempting to initiate sexual activity, but men were also regularly
portrayed as using deceptive and even forceful tactics to do so. Men were frequently portrayed as
pushing women into sexual activity or spying or manipulating women to see them unclothed.
The most problematic about the deceptive tactics, according to the researchers, was that the
shows frequently constructed such uninvited sexual propositions as successful (Kim et al., 2007).
Sexualized Violence in Media
Gender activist and cultural critic Jackson Katz says, “If you want to understand the
meaning behind something in society, look at the representation of it in the media” (Jally, 1999,
p. 9). The portrayal of sexual violence is rampant in media, from music videos and
advertisements to top-rated television programs and movies. In the first five seasons of Game of
Thrones, over 50 different rape scenes aired. Each episode regularly drew over ten million
viewers (Tafkar, 2015). The controversial and purportedly provocative 2015 film 50 Shades of
Grey repeatedly blurred the line between abuse, love, assault, and consent. The film's worldwide
gross totaled just under $600 million (The Numbers, 2015). During the first two seasons of the
widely popular series 13 Reasons Why, three different rape scenes were aired (Bradley, 2018).
The program's target audience is teenagers. Such examples of sexual violence are commonplace
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in media. According to Harris and Barlett (2009), the portrayals of sexual violence against
women have increased considerably in recent decades. Research by Cuklanz (1999) reveals that
when primetime television shows depict sexual violence, scenes are laden with rape myths.
Media not only depict sexual violence as entertainment, but violence against women is
also routinely depicted as sexy (Katz, 2019). Horror or “slasher” films, even satirical ones (such
as Scream and Scary Movie), portray extreme violence levels with significant sexual overtones.
Commonly in slasher films, right before a female victim is killed, she is dressed in highly
revealing clothing or is nude and is placed erotically positioned doing an activity that is
construed as highly sexual such as showering, bathing, or even masturbating (Harris & Barlett,
2009). According to Linz et al. (1987), weaving together sexual images with images of extreme
violence contributes to viewers being desensitized to violence (Linz et al., 1987). Furthermore,
slasher scenes are produced in a manner intended to sexually arouse heterosexual male viewers;
then, a female victim is killed in a slow, gruesome, and painful way (Earp et al., 2012). Katz
(2013) argues that depicting scenes in a sexual manner conditions male views to be sexually
aroused when viewing physical pain. Research by Linz et al. (1987) found that viewers reported
less concern and sympathy for rape victims after watching slasher films.
Not only is the pervasiveness of depictions of sexual violence and violence sexualized
problematic, but popular media also habitually portray uninvited behavior as romantic. Movies
and television regularly depict non-consensual kissing as acceptable, even sexy. When men are
depicted as initiating non-consensual touching, it is regularly framed as if they were
demonstrating bravery and manhood. The response from the women to the non-elicited sexual
touching is typically surprise, then appreciation. Conversely, it is incredibly rare for a Hollywood
film to depict a character verbally confirming consent to sexual activity (Groszhans, 2018). For
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instance, the 2015 film “The Age of Adaline” is about a young woman aggressively pursued and
unknowingly followed by a man. The man deceptively obtains her address and shows up at her
house. At the end of the film, the female protagonist ends up falling in love with the man.
Throughout the film, the crime of stalking, which is pervasive in American culture, is
romanticized, and the movie is portrayed as though it is a modern-day fairytale.
In addition to media habitually depicting violence as sexy, according to Jensen (2007),
mainstream pornography is a media realm that overtly and perpetually constructs sexuality as
violent. Media critic Jackson Katz (2019) asserts that mainstream pornography - the porn
consumed by the masses - is habitually violent and degrading to women. In porn films, women
are routinely slapped, choked, spit on, shoved, called demeaning names, and ejaculated on
(Jensen, 2007). Jensen (2007) explains that heterosexual porn reinforces dominant notions of
sexuality that construct men as powerful, dominant actors and women as sexual objects who
exist to enact and seemingly enjoy anything that a male partner requests, no matter how
disparaging or physically painful it may be.
For example, in the documentary “The Price of Pleasure,” the porn actor Brandon Iron is
interviewed and describes, “I do a series for Platinum X called Baker’s Dozen, where you have
13 loads on a girl’s face, and then another girl comes and eats it off her face” (Picker & Sun,
2008, 0:25:14). When the interviewer asks why the actors ejaculate on her face, Iron explains,
“Because she is so beautiful. It’s like a dog marking its territory” (Picker & Sun, 2008, 0:26:02).
Because mainstream pornography weaves together such violent and misogynistic storylines and
imagery, it operates as a tool that reinforces patriarchy and promotes violent sex (Katz, 2019;
Jensen 2007). Katz (2019) purports that because pornography serves as entertainment, it is
largely assumed by the masses to be harmless. However, because kids grow up with very
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minimal formal sex education, pornography ends up acting as a primary source of sex education
(Katz, 2019).
Influence of Media on Attitudes and Behavior
According to Katz (2006), “Men are not born genetically programmed to assault women;
most abusive behavior is learned. If it is learned, it is also taught” (p. 129). Sexist media has a
variety of adverse effects on society. On the most basic level, studies consistently find a link
between viewers’ exposure to sexist media and their endorsement of sexist ideology (Ward et al.,
2005).
The lyrical content of popular music, for instance, has also been found to impact
listeners’ attitudes on gender and sexual experience (Van Oosten et al., 2015). Van Oosten et al.
(2015) found that watching music videos with sexual content intensified misogynistic beliefs
amongst adolescents (Van Oosten et al., 2015). The findings by Van Oosten et al. (2015)
supported the seminal study by Ward et al. (2005), which found the more exposure teenagers
have to music videos, the greater their endorsement of gender stereotypes, such as believing
women are objects which exist provide sexual pleasure to men.
Problematically, the dominant sexual script is not merely positioned in media as one of
the many potential expressions of gender and sexuality. Instead, media promote almost
exclusively cisgender and gender binary conforming representations, routinely chastising
individuals for behaving in non-stereotypical behavior, particularly regarding gender expression
and sexual activity (Funk et al., 2019). Such depictions reinforce that enacting stereotypical (and
binary conforming) attitudes and behaviors are the only socially accepted expression of gender
and sexuality (Kim et al., 2007). Furthermore, according to Funk et al. (2019), the invisibility of
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intersex people in media contributes to the widespread view that there is something pathological
about the natural body of someone born intersex.
Stereotypical images impact how individuals view themselves and their personal worth
(Ward, 2015). In her review of empirical research on media sexualization, Ward (2016) found
that data from 18 experimental studies demonstrated a connection between women's exposure to
sexually objectifying media content and degree of self-objectiﬁcation. Women are conditioned to
value themselves primarily for superficial traits, including how physically attractive they are
perceived to be and how much pleasure they can offer men (Ward, 2016). Jhally (2010) argues
that the media constructs female beauty extremely narrowly (light skin, thin waist, large breasts,
flawless skin). The effect of propagating such a narrow ideal, coupled with promoting the
message that women's value comes from their appearance, results in young women obsessing
about their looks and weight (Jhally, 2010). Media may particularly impact queer women
(Randazzo et al., 2015). According to Randazzo et al. (2015), queer women may impose media
ideals on themselves as well as on their partners such as the expectation that partners play out
narrow “femme” and “butch” gender roles.
The impact of media influence is not merely psychological. Studies have demonstrated
that sexist media exposure has behavioral effects as well (Kim et al., 2007; Seabrook et al.,
2017). According to Jhally (2010), sexual objectification in media increases depression, eating
disorders, unhealthy dieting, and plastic surgery, and depicting women as objects reduces their
value to that of a product. Such a process is dehumanizing and contributes to the social
devaluation of women (Jhally, 2010). Furthermore, as Jhally (2010) explains, dehumanizing a
group of people is the first step towards targeting that group with violence.
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According to Kim et al. (2007), media propagate the ideology that women exist to
provide sexual pleasure to men. This construction, Kim et al. (2007) explain, causes women and
girls to “deny or devalue their own sexual desire, to seek to please boys/men, and to ‘wish and
wait’ to be chosen, and to trade their own sexuality as a commodity” (p. 146). Endorsement of
gender scripts can contribute to feeling a sense of pride or shame that can nourish or hinder
comfort asserting sexual desires (Seabrook et al., 2017). Seabrook et al. (2017) found that
women’s exposure to television and perceived realism of the programming decreased the
likelihood of expressing their own needs, desires, and boundaries in sexual encounters (Seabrook
et al., 2017). Essentially, the more women internalize stereotypical gender roles, the less sexual
agency they enact in sexual encounters (Kim et al., 2007).
According to Robillard (2013), the reductionist representation of women in media
profoundly affects Black women and girls. For example, Robillard’s (2013) survey of 522
African American adolescent girls found that exposure to misogynistic representations in music
videos was a significant predictor of girls’ behavior regarding their “dress and behavior around
me” as well as the reported “self-efficacy for condom use” (p. 99). Similarly, Townsend et al.
(2010) found that endorsement of the Jezebel stereotype among Black girls is associated with
colorism (devaluation of dark skin tones) and attitudes and behaviors, which increase sexual risk.
Media and Rape Myths
Sexual scripts not only influence young peoples’ attitudes on gender roles, selfobjectivation, and sexual agency, they have also been found to contribute to rape myth
acceptance. “Rape myths” refer to false beliefs about sexual violence, which blame victims for
the violence committed against them and justify the offenders’ perpetration. Some of the most
common rape myths include the notion that victims could resist rape if they really tried or
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wanted to, that provocative attire invites rape, that rape is motivated by sexual desire (rather than
power and control), that only women are victims of sexual violence, that rape claims should be
highly suspect as accusations against men cause incredible damage to their reputations, that only
promiscuous women are raped, that some forms of forced sex are okay, and that when someone
says “no” to sex, that person likely actually means “yes” (Bourke, 2007; Harding, 2015).
Various studies, such as Kahlor and Morrison (2007), Burgess and Burpo (2012), and
Siefkes-Andrew and Alexopoulos (2019), have identified a correlation between sexist media and
rape supportive attitudes. Kahlor and Morrison (2007) report that daily consumption of
mainstream television is linked to rape myth acceptance. They also found that in their sample of
college women, those who reported watching more television were more likely to deem rape
accusations false (Kahlor & Morrison, 2007).
Burgess and Burpo (2012) reported that participants who watched a highly sexual music
video assigned less guilt to the rapists, expressed less empathy towards the victim, and held the
victim more accountable for the assault than a control group (Burgess & Burpo, 2012). Similarly,
an investigation by Dill et al. (2008) demonstrated that long-term exposure to video games that
portrayed violence and sexually objectified women correlated with greater acceptance of sexual
harassment and myths.
Not only does the fictional representation of women in media contribute to rape myths
acceptance, but research also suggests news media may as well (Siefkes-Andrew & Alexopoulos,
2019). A content analysis by Siefkes-Andrew and Alexopoulos (2019) explored news articles
which reported occurrences of sexual violence. The focus of this study was to examine the
language used by journalists that “assign attribution of sexual assault” to the parties involved
(Siefkes-Andrew & Alexopoulos, 2019, p. 744). For instance, when stories describe details of an
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assault containing words such as “claim” or “admit,” this may produce incredulity from readers.
The researchers found that 40% of the stories explored contained “verbs of doubt for the victim’s
statements” (Siefkes-Andrew & Alexopoulos, 2019, p. 755). Furthermore, the study reported that
stories reporting on sexual assaults frequently include references to “accomplishments of the
perpetrator” (Siefkes-Andrew & Alexopoulos, 2019, p. 755). Consequently, news articles
commonly assumed to be a benign form of media may contribute to the social perception that
sexual assault claims are commonly false.
Rape myths shape society’s consciousness in a variety of harmful ways. They disparage
sexual violence victims, buttress sexual offenders, and shift the blame from the perpetrator who
committed a crime to the victim (Bourke, 2007; Kahlor & Morrison, 2007). Rape myths support
the notion that sexual assaults result from the victim's behavior and perpetuate the belief that the
world is just and that bad things happen only to bad people. Such an ideology allows people to
erroneously assume they are safe from sexual violence if they simply do not do bad things
(Kahlor & Morrison, 2007). According to Kahlor and Morrison (2007), “Such perceptions may
foster a false sense of security, which may, in turn, lead potential victims to place themselves in
situations in which the likelihood of rape is elevated” (p. 730). Rape myths also minimize the
magnitude and harm of sexual violence. Furthermore, rape myths discourage victims from
reporting crimes and further contribute to the self-blame victims’ experience (Kahlor &
Morrison, 2007).
Media Stereotypes and Racism
The hyper-sexualization of Black women in media (the Jezebel stereotype) can bolster
rape myths. The Jezebel stereotype was initially constructed to justify the rape of slave women.
In modern-day, because media perpetuates the stereotype that Black women are hypersexual and
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sexually exotic, the Jezebel stereotype contributes to the public perception that Black women
invite sexual violence (Donovan, 2007). Donovan (2007) found that study participants reported
Black women rape victims to be more at fault for their assaults than white women victims.
A study by the Georgetown Law Center on Poverty reported that adults perceive Black
adolescent girls to be less innocent and more adult-like than white adolescent girls (Epstein et al.,
2017). Participants described Black girls needing less nurturing, less protection, less comfort,
and less support than their white counterparts. The survey also revealed that adults believe Black
girls are more independent, know more about adult topics, and know more about sex, compared
to white girls. The report contends that such racist views contribute to the attribution of guilt
when Black girls are victims of sexual violence and are likely to deter girls/women from
reporting assault and seeking resources (Epstein et al., 2017). Such findings are particularly
concerning, considering Black women and girls are disproportionately at risk of sexual violence.
Sexual Violence
According to feminists, sexual violence is an enactment of normative masculine
behavior. Males and females are socially conditioned into roles that increase the likelihood of
male perpetration and female victimization (Scully & Marolla, 1985). According to Scully and
Marolla (1985), “traditional socialization encourages males to associate power, dominance,
strength, virility, and superiority with masculinity, and submissiveness, passivity, weakness, and
inferiority in female” (p. 50). Furthermore, socialization teaches heterosexual men to expect their
sexual needs to be met, thus justifying obtaining sex regardless of a woman's comfort or sexual
desires (Scully & Marolla, 1985). Hegemonic gender norms socially condition men to sexually
objectify women and socially condition women to silence their needs and desires. Such norms
create a fertile context for sexual violence (Katz, 2019). Particularly since, according to the
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World Health Organization (2003), sexual violence is primarily motivated by a need to express
dominance and power rather than merely fulfill sexual urges.
Rape Culture
When police asked Kobe Bryant about the bruises around the victim’s neck and back, he
confirmed the description that he had strangled the victim by stating that he had indeed “held
her” from the back “around her neck” (Stern, 2017, para. 35). The forensic nurse who
administered the rape exam, which the victim underwent the morning following the assault,
stated in her report that the injuries found on the victim “were consistent with penetrating genital
trauma… not consistent with consensual sex” (Stern, 2017, para. 35). Regardless of the
seemingly incriminating details of the case, Bryant’s fans and many public media sources reacted
to the allegations widely in support of Bryant. Media smeared the victim and attempted to
discredit her by revealing a supposed history of casual sex, drug use, and issues with mental
health. The victim was called a liar through public forums and a slew of disparaging names.
Common public perception was that the victim was claiming rape for a payout. Two months after
the charge was filed and one week prior to opening statements, the victim alerted the courts that
she would not testify, thus halting the advancement of the trial (Stern, 2017). The public's
response to defend the perpetrator, regardless of the case's details, reveals a deep-seated rape
culture.
The term “rape culture” has been used to promote public understanding of rape as being a
product of culture; a complex social system “that is not limited to discrete criminal acts
perpetrated by a few violent individuals but is the product of gendered, raced, and classed social
relations that are central to patriarchal and heterosexist culture” (Ferreday, 2015, p. 22). Rape
culture includes laws, policies, jokes, attitudes, and behaviors that normalize, trivialize, and
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justify sexual violence. Behavior that fosters rape culture includes the rigid endorsement of
gender stereotypes, sexual objectification of women, victim-blaming ideology, rape myth
endorsement, and slut-shaming. In a rape culture, sexual violence is common and even
constructed as normal (Harding, 2015; Scully & Marolla, 1985).
While studies are unable to determine sexual violence causation conclusively, scholars
and researchers in the field of sexual violence prevention, such as Bourke (2007), Harding
(2015), Katz (2019), and Murnen et al. (2002), widely agree that cultural attitudes are prime
contributors. Tharp et al. (2013) examined 191 empirical studies that explored risk factors
associated with sexual violence perpetration in their systematic qualitative literature review.
Thirty-six out of the 191 studies explored the association between sexual violence perpetration
and rape myth acceptance and 31 of which reported finding a significant correlation. The
researchers located 42 studies exploring misogynistic attitudes and sexual violence perpetration,
32 found a significant association. Additionally, the researchers located 18 studies that explored
sexual violence and hypermasculinity, 12 of which reported a significant correlation (Thorp et
al., 2013).
According to Baker (1997) in the Harvard Law Review, contrary to the common
perception that “all or even most rapists are objectively deprave” (p. 578), evidence illustrates
that rape is “culturally dictated, not culturally deviant” (p. 578). Therefore, Bryant, Lazarus, and
Turner (the three men charged with rape discussed in the introduction) were not demonstrating
aberrant behavior. Instead, all three individuals demonstrated what popular culture has
constructed as acceptable behavior for men, what has been accepted as performances of
masculinity.
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Addressing Sexual Violence
Rape Prevention Education Movement
For decades, schools across the United States have attempted to reduce sexual violence
by adopting campaigns aimed at changing attitudes and behaviors. The rape prevention
education movement gained a footing in the 1960s with the help of feminist scholars
condemning patriarchy and its connection to sexual violence against women. Early “rapeawareness intervention” provided students basic factual content about sexual assault,
commonality statistics, description of rape trauma syndrome, and offered local rape-crisis
resources. This type of sexual assault prevention education (SAPE) is employed under the
assumption that when students have greater knowledge about sexual assault, they are less likely
to perpetrate or be victimized (Schewe, 2007). However, Schewe’s (2002) evaluation of
numerous rape-awareness programs concluded that these programs rarely produce the desired
effect. Moreover, on the uncommon occasion that a rape-awareness program does report success,
according to Schewe (2002), the success has been based on female respondents demonstrating a
change in attitudes or increased knowledge, rather than males (Schewe, 2007). Yet as Schewe
(2007) explains, such “success” should be viewed with skepticism as male participants are “the
population for whom change is most essential” (p. 233).
Sexual assault prevention education programs have long been criticized for focusing
prevention efforts on populations most likely to be targeted rather than on people most likely to
perpetrate violence. For instance, some SAPE programs frame “rape prevention” as teaching
women how to avoid situations that may lead to sexual assault and to strongly voice “no” in
response to unwanted advances (Carmody, 2006). Often, SAPE education programs rely on
narratives that construct men as dominant and hyper-sexed and women as sexually passive,
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making it more difficult for women to have sexual agency and voice desire. Furthermore,
positioning women as naturally sexually passive makes it more challenging for women to voice
their desires for fear of being perceived as aggressive or “slutty.” As a result of this traditional
construction of femininity, a woman may say “no” to sexual activity, even if it is desired, to
avoid judgment (Carmody, 2006).
Similarly, men who have internalized the hyper-masculine script may feel compelled to
“challenge resistance as he has learned this is the ‘game’ to achieve sexual intimacy and
establish his masculinity” (Carmody, 2006, p. 478). SAPE reinforces hyper-masculine and
hyper-feminine scripts, positions men as potential rapists and women as passive victims,
nourishes fear of sexual violence, and arguably reinforces rape culture (Cameron-Lewis & Allen,
2013).
Federal Sexual Assault Prevention Policy
Title IX, established in 1972, was designed to provide students with protections against
gender inequity in federally funded school programs. The law was written to encompass
academic, psychological, and physical discrimination, including sexual harassment and sexual
assault (U.S. Department of Education, 2020). Title IX requires schools to deal with each case of
discrimination “promptly and effectively” (U.S. Department of Education, 2020, para. 2). It also
requires all universities to have a Title IX coordinator who oversees discrimination complaints
and directs students to resources (U.S. Department of Education, 2020). Title IX’s policies
regarding sexual misconduct regularly evolve with each new presidential administration
(Camera, 2018).
In addition to Title IX, the Clery Act is another policy aimed at protecting college
students from violence. The 1986 rape and murder of 19-year-old Lehigh University student,
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Jeanne Clery, was the impetus behind the Clery Act. Jeanne Clery’s parents claimed they would
not have sent their daughter to that university if they had been aware of the high violence rates
(Beyette, 1989). Due to their lobbying efforts, the Jeanne Clery Act was passed in 1990,
mandating public colleges and universities to produce an “annual security report” which
discloses all violent and non-violent crimes on or close to campus. The report must be offered to
students, faculty, staff, and the general public (Clery Center for Security on Campus, 2020).
The Clery Act has evolved since its implementation in 1990. In 1992 the act was
expanded to include the “Campus Sexual Assault Victims’ Bill of Rights,” which aimed to
increase rights for sexual assault victims and require colleges and universities to have policies in
place that address sexual violence on campus (Cleary Center at the heart of campus safety,
2020).
In 1994 the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) was passed (United States
Department of Justice, 2020). The Department of Justice (2020) describes that VAWA is a
“multifaceted approach to strengthening responses at the local, state, tribal, and federal levels to
domestic violence, dating violence, sexual assault, and stalking” (para. 2). It aims to protect
victims of gender violence and designate funding to communities to coordinate local responses
to addressing violence. While legal protections under VAWA never expire, funding appropriated
for local programming must be reauthorized every five years to continue (United States
Department of Justice, 2020).
Title IX, the Clery Act, and VAWA work together to broaden the scope of sexual
misconduct prevention. When VAWA was reauthorized in 2013, it included an amendment to
the Clery Act called the “Campus SaVe Act.” The goal of the Campus SaVe Act was to expand
the Clery Act “in terms of reporting, response, and prevention education requirements” (Campus
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SaVE Act, 2014, para. 1). The SaVe Act expanded what crimes universities were required to
disclose in their annual security report to include reports of domestic violence, dating violence,
and stalking. Furthermore, the SaVe Act broadened the category of “hate crime” to include
“national origin” and “gender identity (American Council on Education, 2014, para. 8).
In addition to the Campus SaVe Act updating what crimes universities are required to
report to the public, the VAWA revision also included new requirements that universities and
colleges provide primary prevention programs “that promote awareness of rape, acquaintance
rape, domestic violence, dating violence, sexual assault, and stalking” (American Council on
Education, 2014, para. 20). The SaVe Act stipulates that colleges and universities must provide
prevention training which includes:
a. A statement that the institution prohibits those offenses.
b. The definition of those offenses in the applicable jurisdiction.
c. The definition of consent, concerning sexual offenses, in the applicable
jurisdiction.
d. “Safe and positive” options for bystander intervention an individual may take to
“prevent harm or intervene” in risky situations.
e. Recognition of signs of abusive behavior and how to avoid potential attacks.
f. Ongoing prevention and awareness campaigns for students and faculty on all of
the above. (American Council on Education, 2014, para. 23)
Sexual Assault Prevention Policy in California
In the early 2000s campus, sexual violence scandals erupted across the nation, from
community colleges to prestigious private universities. Upper educational institutions became
increasingly under fire for what was widely perceived as mismanagement of sexual violence
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claims. By 2014 publicity for schools’ inaction in responding to sexual violence began to
explode. Reacting to the nationwide focus on preventing sexual assault, California’s Governor
Brown passed legislation SB 967, which updated the definition of consent used by California’s
colleges and universities. SB967’s new model of “affirmative consent” replaced the previous
“No means no” model that constructed sexual assault only as such if one participant explicitly
stated “no” to a sexual encounter (De Leon & Jackson, 2015).
Conversely, “affirmative consent” requires both parties to indicate consent clearly, and
continuously in each stage of sexual activity (De Leon & Jackson, 2015). In 2014 the California
State University (CSU) system passed Executive Order 1095, which requires all 23 campuses to
provide prevention education programming to faculty and students. The training is required
annually and covers, among other topics, sexual misconduct and affirmative consent (California
State University, 2014).
In 2015, Governor Brown passed AB 329, which removed loopholes from previous sex
education legislation. AB 329 explicitly restricts schools from teaching abstinence-only
education, mandating comprehensive education in all public schools in the state. While previous
legislation had focused on this goal, there was still ambiguity. AB 329 requires all California
public schools to provide students with comprehensive sex education. In addition to requiring
schools to provide students with HIV, STD, and pregnancy prevention information, AB 329 also
requires sex education programs to incorporate information on sexual harassment and assault and
provide students with local resources (CA Legislative Information, 2017a).
The same day AB 329 was signed, Governor Brown expanded the affirmative consent
education efforts by signing SB 695. SB 695 requires all California public schools which have a
mandatory health education graduation requirement to implement “affirmative consent”
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education as part of their health education program by 2018 (CA Legislative Information,
2017b). Though the legislation does not require schools that do not have health as a graduation
requirement to teach affirmative consent, California is still doing more than many states in
teaching consent education. For example, in a review of health education standards in the United
States, Willis et al. (2019) found that out of the 18 states sampled, only two states, Oregon and
New Jersey, required the topic of consent to be presented to all their public-schools’ students
before graduating high school.
Consent Education
One of the biggest problems with consent education, according to Cass (2007), is that
there is no federal requirement for schools to provide it. Further complicating the matter, the
locales that do provide consent education typically do not have requirements to evaluate its
effectiveness. The result of this approach is that most students in the United States do not receive
consent education, and those that do, they very well may be receiving an education that is
ineffective or, even worse, counterproductive (Cass, 2007).
There is widespread disagreement on what constitutes sexual consent (Jozkowski &
Peterson, 2013). In 2015, the Washington Post teamed/ Kaiser Family Foundation published a
study exploring college students’ experiences and attitudes regarding sex and sexual assault. The
study randomly sampled over a thousand college adults across the United States. Of their notable
findings, the study reported that 40% of students agreed that if someone they were with got a
condom, that act established consent for more sexual activity (Washington Post/Kaiser Family
Foundation, 2015). In addition, 47% of participants reported that if “someone takes off their own
clothes,” it establishes consent for more sexual activity (Washington Post/Kaiser Family
Foundation, 2015, p. 16). Furthermore, 54% of respondents reported that if someone “nods in
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agreement,” that act establishes “consent for MORE sexual activity” (Washington Post/Kaiser
Family Foundation, 2015, p. 16). Eighteen percent of participants indicate that if their partners
do not say “no,” that constitutes consent for more sexual activity. One of the biggest problems,
according to the Washington Post (2015), is that “Men sometimes see a green light when women
are signaling yellow or red” (Anderson & Crighill, 2015, para. 5). Also significant is that when
participants were asked if they were familiar with the "Yes Means Yes standard of consent,
meaning that both parties must clearly agree before engaging in sexual activity," 83% of
participants reported "yes" (Washington Post/Kaiser Family Foundation, 2015, p. 16).
Arguing why there is little acceptance of the affirmative consent standard, author
Friedman (2018) explains:
If you’ve been raised to think of sex as a battle of the sexes, or a business deal in which
men “get some” and women either “give it up” or “save it” for marriage, it can still be a
jarring idea, like suggesting to someone that there’s something they could breathe other
than air… In the absence of comprehensive, pleasure-based sex ed, we rely on media and
other cultural institutions to model what sex should be like. Whether you turn to
abstinence propagandists, mainstream pop culture, or free internet porn to fill in those
gaps, you’re likely to wind up with an incredibly narrow and bankrupt idea of how sex
works, one that positions men as sexual actors, women as the (un)lucky recipients of
men’s desire, and communication of consent as lethal to both boners and romance. (para.
5)
When the topic of consent is brought up in educational spaces, frequently, it is
oversimplified (Harris 2018; Jozkowski & Humphreys, 2014). Modern consent programs
commonly teach young people to merely be clear about their desires relying on either a "no
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means no" or the more recent "yes, mean yes" slogans. Such models assume that rape could be
prevented if people were simply clear and assertive about their desires for sex. This approach to
consent education typically emphasizes women needing to be more explicit with communicating
their sexual desires with their partners (Jozkowski & Humphreys, 2014).
According to Harris (2018), when the common “no means no” slogan is used to frame
consent discourse, refusal is emphasized, and sexual actors are asked “to step outside a system
that positions some people – usually women – as objects, not agents” (p. 158). Such an
expectation is unreasonable in that it does not take into account the social and cultural context
(Harris, 2018). According to stereotypical gender scripts, men enact masculinity when they
desire sex, and women enact femininity when they are supportive of men's masculinity.
Consequently, a woman may acquiesce due to gender stereotypes, which have conditioned her to
prioritize the needs of others over her own (Walker, 1997).
Taking “yes” or “no” merely at face value ignores fundamental differences in individual
expression, non-verbal communication, as well as social and cultural context. Various
stereotypes, pressures, and sexual scripts impact people's verbal and nonverbal responses to
engaging in sexual activity and their perception of another person's response (Harris, 2018).
Gender norms, Jozkowski and Humphreys (2014) explain, play a significant role in
communication around sex. Women are socialized to communicate more indirectly than men
(Jozkowski & Humphreys, 2014). A conversational analysis study by Kitzinger and Frith (1999)
found that when women say no to sex, they typically provide a comment to “soften the blow” (p.
305). Women's refusals often include an apology, justification, or excuse (Kitzinger & Frith,
1999). Women also frequently reported using language, which may appear as uncertainty, such
as “I really don't know if we should do this” or “Not now, can't we wait?” (Kitzinger & Frith,
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1999, p. 205). However, Kitzinger and Frith (1999) explain that women’s use of qualifiers when
declining sex is often the employment of gender accepted communication rituals. According to
the women in the study, a direct rejection of a sexual proposition would be perceived as
aggressive and rude (Kitzinger & Frith, 1999).
According to Jozkowski and Humphreys (2014), there are differences between how men
and women use nonverbal communication as well. For example, men report using more
nonverbal cues to communicate consent for sex and interpret their partner's consent. Women,
conversely, report relying more frequently on verbal cues to both indicate their consent.
Jozkowski and Humphreys (2014) explain that these findings indicate that women may be
waiting to be asked for their consent, and men may be relying primarily on nonverbal cues.
Women are not the only socially disempowered group that is further marginalized by
decontextualized consent education. Gay men and people of color have historically been
characterized as promiscuous, suggesting that they universally consent to engage in sexual
activity, regardless of their desires (Klesse, 2016). Therefore, because of the gender script that
constructs straight men as hypersexual, they may agree to sexual activity even when it is
unwanted to avoid being perceived as un-masculine (Harris, 2018).
According to Harris (2018), when scholars and activists claim that consent is simple, they
are relying on communication myths. Communication myths assume that words are
unambiguous and ignore the reality that people use words to signify different meanings
representative of their experience, history, mood, and social, cultural, and historical context
(Harris, 2018). Ignoring the complexity of communication regarding consent, Harris (2018)
explains, minimizes public conversations about power dynamics.
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Framing a sexual assault as the result of miscommunication underscores personal
responsibility and perpetuates victim-blaming ideology. Consent-based programs frame clear
communication through the lens of male communication rituals. Expecting both parties to be
assertive with their desires disadvantages groups historically disempowered or socially
conditioned to employ different communication rituals. This approach fails to acknowledge how
power and social norms complicate the explicit expression of desires. Furthermore, framing clear
communication as the primary method to avoid assault is likely to increase victims' feelings of
shame, guilt, and blame (Jozkowski & Humphreys, 2014).
Considerations for Designing SAPE/ Consent Education
According to the World Health Organization (2009), “interventions that challenge
cultural and social norms supportive of violence can prevent acts of violence” (p. 2). They
advocate for more violence prevention programs to be designed, implemented, and evaluated,
focusing on challenging oppressive social norms (World Health Organization, 2009). The
National Violence Against Women Prevention Research Center (NVAWPRC, 2002) reviewed
eight college sexual assault prevention programs. They found that the programs that reported the
best results were more than an hour or two long, included culturally relevant material, and were
interactive with participants rather than just lecture-based (NVAWPRC, 2002).
Harris (2018) recommends that educators and activists employ the following suggested
framework to move beyond communication myths. The first suggestion instructs educators to
"provide historical information on consent" (Harris, 2018, p. 170). Consent should be framed in
the fluid reality that reflects history. For example, between the 1700s and 2000, the legal age of
consent ranged from seven to 21 years old (Cocca, 2006). At different points in history, men did
not need to obtain consent from women they perceived to be promiscuous (Hasday, 2000). By
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exploring the concept of consent through an analysis of shifting constructions, educators can
“disrupt the notion that consent is static and immune to social influence” (Harris, 2018, p. 171).
Another suggestion Harris (2018) has for educators is that they “discuss cultural
variations in directness” (p. 170). Because of cultural complexities, people rarely have identical
meanings. Therefore, educators should explain that cultural norms, including a person’s social
location, shape what people consider polite and appropriate for particular individuals (Harris,
2018). Harris (2018) explains that teaching students to be aware that norms play a role in
communication increases their consciousness that communication varies from context to context.
Frequently in rape cases, the absence of communication is constructed as
miscommunication. However, Harris urges educators to avoid constructing a failure to seek out
if a partner is interested in engaging in sexual activity as miscommunication. Problematically,
constructing the absence of communication as miscommunication leads to equally blaming
parties for sexual violence, rather than focusing on the individual who proceeded without seeking
consent (Harris, 2018).
According to Murnen et al. (2002), efforts to address sexual violence should be framed
through a sociocultural lens that addresses how patriarchal ideologies and rape culture affect
sexual assault prevalence. Furthermore, Jozkowski and Humphreys (2014) advocate that young
people be taught to be critical of media, particularly media that promotes discrimination,
violence, and sexism, and women’s sexual objectification.
Critical Media Literacy
The homogenous representations found in media contribute to the construction of
ideologies (Kellner & Share, 2019). Ideologies, according to Hall (1986), refer to “the mental
frameworks-the languages, the concepts, categories, imagery of thought, and the systems of

42

representation-which different classes and social groups deploy in order to make sense of,
define, figure out and render intelligible the way society works” (p. 26). When ideas,
images, notions are widely reproduced in society, they are normalized, accepted as natural,
and rendered invisible. This process is particularly applicable to power relations (Kellner &
Share, 2019). Ideological assumptions largely go unquestioned (Hall, 2018). According to
Kellner (2018), through avenues of media:
We forge our very own identities, including our sense of selfhood, out of the notion of
what it means to be male or female; our conception of class, ethnicity, and race,
nationality, sexuality; and division of the world into categories of “us” and “them.”
Media images help shape our view of the world and our deepest values: what we consider
good or bad, positive or negative, moral or evil... Media spectacles demonstrate who has
power and who is powerless, who is allowed to exercise violence and who is not. (p. 6)
Media, Kellner (2020) explains, dramatizes, and legitimizes power and communicates the
message to the powerless that they must “stay in their place or be oppressed” (p. 6).
Considering the exceptionally influential nature of media, the praxis of critical media
literacy (CML) should be employed as a tool to combat power imbalances. “Critical media
literacy” refers to curricular programs that are designed to foster the development of critical
thinking on various social issues, including gender, race, and sexual orientation when viewing
media (Ralfe, 2009). According to Ralf (2009), CML:
Is a way of looking at oral, visual and written texts and questioning the attitudes, values,
and ideologies that lie beneath the surface. In doing this, social inequalities and injustices
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are revealed, and the listener/reader/viewer may be empowered to challenge or even
change the status quo while at the same time improving their language facility. (p. 305)
Critical media literacy has been used to meet various goals, and though there have been mixed
results, many studies have reported success in influencing participants' attitudes and perceptions
(Kellner & Share, 2007). For example, Puchner et al. (2015) assessed a CML program used with
seventh graders and reported that it successfully increased students' recognition and critical
attitudes toward gender-stereotypical occupations. McDougall (2019) reported that CML can be
effective in assisting adults to recognize “fake news.” Berman and White (2013) found that CML
successfully helped students develop critical thinking skills as well as enhanced “resilience
against undermining media” (p. 38).
The CML program constructed by Ralfe (2009) reportedly increased participants'
awareness of social inequalities and injustices; however, motivating students to reconstruct
norms was minimal. This research suggests that despite a critical literacy intervention conducted
over a year, stereotypical attitudes about gender roles did not change significantly. Nevertheless,
the study did find an increased awareness of gender equity issues, particularly among female
learners (Ralfe, 2009).
Scull et al. (2014) found that participants demonstrated increased critical analysis of
media texts, intention to use condoms, talk to partners about sex, and discuss sexual issues with
medical professionals after a CML program. Similarly, Scull et al. (2018) examined the efficacy
of a comprehensive, internet-based, critical media literacy program and reported that it
effectively influenced adolescents’ attitudes and behaviors regarding sexual health and
recognition of oppressive influencers.
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While CML programs have good intentions, there may be unintended consequences, such
as exacerbating the negative attitude being explored. For instance, Choma et al. (2007) found
that when teaching college students about sexual objectification, students become more aware of
objectification, which for some intensified feelings of body dissatisfaction. However, Choma et
al. (2007) concluded, “the mark of a successful media literacy intervention is one that allows for
both negative and positive feelings, but the positive effects outweigh the negative” (p. 588).
While the studies mentioned above used CML programs to sensitize students to recognize
and challenge oppressive media messaging, no studies have been found that specifically use
CML as a method of sexual assault prevention education.
Suggestions for Teaching Critical Media Literacy
Kellner (2020) recommends that CML programs employ a multi-perspectival approach,
which (1) explores the production of media, (2) engages students in textual analysis, and (3)
considers the reception of cultural texts. Engaging students in textual analysis involves providing
students with a medium, such as an advertisement or music video, and engaging them in a
“reading” of that text by employing a qualitative or quantitative assessment. For example, a
quantitative assessment could examine the frequency of a particular theme, such as acts of
violence (Kellner, 2020). A qualitative assessment would be framed by a critical theory to
“unpack the meaning” and explore ideologies of domination and subordination (Kellner, 2020, p.
39).
According to Kellner (2020), audience reception refers to an exploration of the various
potential readings of a text. Hall (1973) describes that texts are “encoded” and “decoded.”
Encoding refers to the messages in a text that the creator intended to communicate to the
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audience/ consumer. Decoding, conversely, refers to the process by which audiences/ consumers
derive their meaning from a text (Hall, 1973). All text, Kellner (2020) explains, is polysemic in
nature. Therefore, students should be taught to consider how members of different social groups
(genders, glass, races, nationalities) may perceive a text differently. The decoding of texts is
subjective and can also be affected by the level of media literacy, personal views, and knowledge
(Kellner, 2020).
According to Park (2012), effective media literacy requires students to explore media
production and consumption's social and historical context. Similarly, Berman and White (2013)
describe that effective CML involves not only teaching “skills to interpret social artifacts, but
also consideration of the overall social context in which they are located” (p. 39). Therefore,
students need to be provided tools not only to recognize hidden messaging in images and
language but also to explore what that messaging might mean considering the history of the
groups being portrayed (Berman & White, 2013).
Critical media literacy must teach students to explore how communication constructs
power and domination (Kellner & Share, 2007). Because according to Kellner and Share (2007)
explain, “below the surface of that iceberg lies deeply embedded ideological notions of white
supremacy, capitalist patriarchy, classism, homophobia, and other oppressive myths” (p. 62).
Sexuality educator Cragin (2016) explains that “because the media is so heavily sexualized and
sexuality so heavily mediated, they are vital for teaching lessons about sexuality…” (p. 169).
Cragin (2016) does not perceive sexual representation in media as inherently harmful, though it
is often presented through a patriarchal lens. Therefore, when the researcher has students analyze
media imagery, the lesson's focus “is not on whether sexual representation is harmful but when it
is” (p. 176).
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This study examined the relationship between undergraduate college students’ critical
media literacy skills and their understanding of consent. Because media routinely depicts
nonconsensual activities as sexy, this study aimed to explore if students were able to identify
nonconsent in media depictions and assess students’ level of critical media literacy as it relates to
sexism and racialized sexism.
Summary
A wealth of research has demonstrated that people typically receive massive exposure to
popular media, beginning early in life and peaking during their teenage years. Popular media
(music, advertising, television, and movie) provide highly uniform and habitually sexist images
of men and women. Media propagate biased messages about gender, which frequently portray
women as sexual objects who exist primarily to provide pleasure to men. Additionally, media
present sexual violence as entertainment and continuously blur the line between sex and sexual
assault. Behaviors that are considered criminal in real life are frequently presented as romantic
on the screen. Various studies that have explored the impact of media have found that popular
media can increase endorsement of sexist ideology, decrease sexual agency, and increase rape
myth acceptance. Rape myth acceptance has been theorized to contribute to rape culture. Rape
culture makes sexual violence acts, such as the cases with Bryant, Lazarus, and Brock,
commonplace.
Various efforts have been employed to combat sexual violence, including providing rape
prevention education. Rape prevention education has historically reinforced some of the
stereotypes that contribute to sexual violence's commonality. Legislation has been passed which
has attempted to address sexual violence. However, though some legislation is in place, few
students in the United States are required to receive an education that explains the concept of
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consent. A critique of consent education, when it is employed, is that it is often decontextualized.
For consent education to be effective, historical and social intersections of power must be
considered.
Critical media literacy is a method that has the potential to address the social contributors
to sexual violence in a contextualized fashion. Because media play such an influential role in
constructing gender and sexual norms, CML should be harnessed as a tool to combat oppressive
ideology, which contributes to sexual assault. Though studies have reported mixed results, CML
has been found to help teach critical thinking skills, increase students' recognition of oppressive
messaging, and challenge sexist beliefs. Because media perpetually promulgates sexualization,
sexual objectification, sexual scripts, sexualized violence, supportive rape attitudes, and nonconsensual sexual engagement, research is needed to explore how CML can be used as a tool of
rape prevention education.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
Restatement of the Purpose of the Study
Sexual violence is rampant in the United States (NCVS, 2019). According to the Center
for Disease Control's (CDC, 2012) National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey,
“nearly 23 million women and 1.7 million men have been the victims of completed or attempted
rape at some point in their life” (para. 5). Feminists have long theorized that sexual violence is a
product of patriarchy—that manifests as sexist beliefs and practices throughout American culture
(Scully & Marolla, 1985). Studies have found that cultures that have greater acceptance of
stereotypical gender roles have higher rates of rape (Kalra & Bhugra, 2013; Murnen et al., 2002).
Mainstream media are filled with images, language, storylines, and lyrical content that propagate
sexism (Harris, 2018) and sexualize non-consensual sexual behavior (Kim et al., 2007). Because
of individuals' immense exposure to media, which typically begins in infancy and continues
through adulthood, viewers are highly vulnerable to messages that devalue women and
LGBTQI+ people and normalize sexual violence (Ballam & Granello, 2011).
According to Kellner and Share (2019), critical media literacy (CML) “plays a vital role
in addressing issues of social justice, it offers critical competencies for unveiling the social
construction of normality and various forms of oppression and resistance” (p. 20). However,
little research could be found which focused on students’ ability to recognize issues of gender
and power in media texts. And no research could be found which explored students’ ability to
identify nonconsent in media texts. Therefore, it is the intention of this study to explore students’
capacity to identify issues of sexism and racialized sexism (CMLSS) and nonconsent (CMLC) in
various media texts and compare it with their understanding of sexual consent (CU). I
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hypothesized that students with higher CMLSS and CMLC skills would better understand sexual
consent.
In this study, gender and year in school were considered important control variables
given that people are socialized into gender roles with corresponding ideologies about sex and
relationships. Because of this, they may have developed different levels of skill and
understanding of the variables of interest in this study depending on how much experience they
have had at the university—especially because students in the CSU system are mandated to take
a sexual assault prevention course each year.
Research Questions
The following research questions were addressed:

1) To what extent do students demonstrate CMLSS skills?
2) To what extent do students demonstrate CMLC skills?
3) To what extent do students understand the concept of consent?
4) Are there any differences in CMLSS, CMLC, and CU by gender?
5) Is there a relationship between CMLC and CU when controlling for gender and
year?
6) Is there a relationship between CMLSS and CU when controlling for gender and
year?

Research Design
This study explores how well college students understand the concept of consent and how
cognizant students are of sexually oppressive messaging embedded in various popular media
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texts. College students from a moderately sized California State University were recruited to
participate in this study. The university, located in the state's Northern region, enrolls over
50,000 students annually. According to the university’s website, the school is one of the top five
most diverse universities in the Western United States.
Participants
College students were selected as the target population as they are highly vulnerable to
sexual violence. According to the Department of Justice (2018), college women (18-24) are more
than three times as likely as other women to be victims of the crime. The problem of sexual
violence has received increasing attention over the last decade. Many colleges and universities
have responded to the growing concern by requiring students receive sexual violence prevention
training.
The California State University (CSU) system, where this study took place, mandates that
each of its 23 campuses provide its students sexual assault prevention education annually
(California State University, 2014). Students are required to take the training their first year at
the university, and each subsequent year they are a student. Students who do not complete the
training are restricted from course enrollment (California State University, 2014). While each
university gets to choose its own method, most of the CSU campuses, including the one where
this study took place, opt to use an online training sexual assault prevention program called “Not
Anymore.”
“Not Anymore” was created by Vector Solutions, a private software development firm.
The program takes 45 to 90 minutes to complete depending on the elements the individual
university chose to include. The program offers topics such as “consent, sexual assault, dating
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violence, stalking, risk reduction, and sexual harassment” (Vector Solutions, n.d, para. 1). In
addition, the training incorporates a pre and post-test, which aims to assess knowledge, intended
behavior, and attitudes on the subjects selected in each program. According to Vector Solutions
(n.d.), the training is designed to “bring social impact to intellectual content” by building on:
situated and communal learning theories that treat intellectual content not as the primary
consideration but as of secondary concern relative to its place in a cultural context. Not
Anymore accomplishes this not only by communicating its content through peers but also
by presenting that content as a social force, such as by helping students understand how
understanding rape myths can facilitate rather than impede sexual interaction. (para. 5)
Essentially, the program uses animation graphics to illustrate situations related to abuse and
explain first-person experiences. A scenario is depicted on screen, and then the program prompts
the student to respond to multiple-choice questions about the situation. According to Vector
Solutions (n.d.), the program's effectiveness is based on the improvement of pre and post-test
scores (measuring attitudes, learning outcomes, and intended behaviors) and on positive student
reviews. However, no peer-reviewed studies have examined the program’s efficacy (Vector
Solutions, n.d.).
A total of 365 individuals consented to participate in the study and began to fill out the
survey. Sixty-four had partial data on the CML items; however, they were dropped because they
did not fill out a single consent item. Additionally, 10 participants were dropped because they
did not attend the target school. A total of 291 participants were included in the study—and were
all enrolled at the target university.
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Of the 291 students included, 69% identified as female, 28% identified as male, and 3%
identified as nonbinary, trans, or agender. For ethnicity and race, 7% of the participants
identified as African American/ Black, 29% identified as Asian/ Asian American, 30% identified
as Latino or Hispanic, 8% identified as multiracial, 20% identified as other, <1% identified as
Pacific Islander, and 7% identified as white. For sexual identity, 7% of the participants identified
as asexual, 10% identified as bisexual, 3% identified as gay, 70% identified as heterosexual, no
participants identified as lesbian, 4 % identified as other, 3% preferred not to answer the
question, and 4% identified as questioning. For year in college, 9% of the participants reported
being in their first year of college, 10% in their second year, 30% in their third year, 21% in their
fourth year, 16% in their fifth year, 4% in their sixth year, and 4% reported to being in college
for over six years. Additionally, 6% of the participants reported being graduate students. The age
of the participants ranged from 18 to 66, with a mean of 23.9 and a standard deviation of 6.23.
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Table 1
Participants Demographics
(N = 291)

n (%)

Sex / gender
Female
Female
Non-binary, trans, agender

201 (69%)
82 (28%)
8 (3%)

Race/ ethnicity
African American/ Black
Asian/ Asian American
Latino or Hispanic
Multiracial
Other
Pacific Islander
White

19 (7%)
85 (29%)
86 (30%)
22 (8%)
57 (20%)
2 (<1%)
20 (7%)

Sexual identity
Asexual
Bisexual
Gay
Heterosexual
Lesbian
Other
Prefer not to answer
Questioning

19 (7%)
30 (10%)
8 (3%)
203 (70%)
0 (%)
12 (4%)
8 (3%)
11 (4%)

Year in school
1
2
3
4
5
6
Over 6
Grad student

26 (9%)
29 (10%)
86 (30%)
60 (21%)
47 (16%)
13 (4%)
13 (4%)
17 (6%)

Note. Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number.
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Data Collection and Sampling
The study aimed to include students in various disciplines, class levels, and backgrounds.
Because I teach at the university sampled, I began collection by providing my own students the
option of taking the survey or an alternative writing assignment. To give students credit for the
assignment, I included a banner on the last page of the survey, which included an image of a tree
with the text, “Don’t forget to screenshot this page if you are taking this survey as part of a
class.” To maintain the anonymity of their responses, my students who chose to take the survey
submitted a copy of the screenshot into their online assignment portal. In addition to recruiting
my own students whom I had during Spring 2021, the semester of data collection, I also emailed
my students who had enrolled in my Summer 2021 course as well as those enrolled in my
courses for Fall 2021.
I attempted to diversify the participant pool by also recruiting from other departments. I
did this by emailing faculty in various disciplines across campus. In the email to faculty, I
introduced myself and the study and asked faculty to post a paragraph introducing my project
(see Appendix A) with the Qualtrics link to the survey in their Canvas accounts.
Once participants confirmed they were 18 or older and indicated informed consent to
participate, they began the survey. The survey took approximately 15 minutes to complete. The
optional drawing, available upon completion, functioned as a separate survey, which did not
associate students' names and emails with their original survey responses. Once the data
collection was complete in May 2021, the drawing took place. Five winners were emailed a $20
e-gift.
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Instrumentation
The 37-question survey (see Appendix B) was compiled from four sources. The survey
was designed to measure students’ CML, CU and collect demographic information. Seven items
were adapted from the Washington Post/ Kaiser Family Foundation (2015) survey and explored
how college students construct the concept of consent. Six items were adapted from Puchner et
al. (2015), whose survey explored students' recognition of gender stereotypes in media. Five
items (which pertained explicitly to consent) were adapted from the Illinois Rape Myth
Acceptance Scale (Payne et al., 1999). Because no published studies were found that explored
assessing students' level of CMLSS, I constructed the remaining items to measure this construct.
The survey used in this study, constructed in Qualtrics, incorporated closed-ended
questions (multiple-choice and Likert scale) and open-ended questions. Incorporating
quantitative and qualitative data increases the validity of the findings and provides the researcher
with a more holistic view of the target population (Gay et al., 2006; Shank, 2002).
Instrument Validity
Several methods were employed to ensure the validity of the survey. First, whenever
possible, items were taken or adapted from previous studies. Second, for the CML scales, item
construction was informed by theory and research. To ensure both content and face validity, the
survey was reviewed by a panel of three experts from the University of San Francisco, which
included Dr. Nicola McClung, Dr. Susan Katz, and Dr. David Donahue. Two are experts in
critical literacy. All three have a background in gender and women’s studies. One is an expert in
survey design, and two are experts in qualitative research. The panel met twice, for two hours
each meeting. Each question was deliberated during the meeting, and each expert's feedback was
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provided. The items were then revised and reconsidered by the experts and revised again until all
members of the validity panel agreed each item adequately measured the constructs of interests
and were appropriate for the target population.
Next, the survey was reviewed for content validity by a researcher trained in social
science survey methodology and a member of the Pacific Chapter of the American Association
for Public Opinion Research. Additionally, to ensure face validity for the target population, the
survey was then reviewed by five undergraduate students who were asked to read the items and
to make a note of any which were confusing or not appropriate. After the initial student review,
the survey was revised and underwent a think-a-loud protocol with another four students. The
think-a-loud protocol was conducted with two groups of two. During the meeting, I read each
question aloud and asked if students interpreted the question as intended, and then asked for
feedback. One main takeaway from the reviews with students related to pluralizing the word
“media.” Though survey questions initially were structured using media in plural form (e.g.,
“Popular media are more likely to depict women rather than men as sexual objects”), several
students commented that it read awkwardly, as media is colloquially used as singular. Based on
their comments, the questions were amended to optimize comfort and comprehension of the
target population.
Measures
Three different types of questions were used on the survey for this study: (1) correct or
incorrect, (2) matter of degree, and (3) open-ended for a total of 37 items. All quantitative
questions (right or wrong and matter of degree) were forced-response and required. Some of the
open-ended questions (four of them) were designed as independent questions (e.g., “What are
some myths about rape that you have noticed are common in popular media?” Other open-ended
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questions (11 of them) were designed to give students an opportunity to elaborate on a paired
quantitative question (e.g., “If you agree that there is a problem with the way sexual assault is
portrayed in popular media, please tell me more about why you agree”). All of the independent
open-ended questions were forced-response. The supplemental open-ended questions were
optional.
For the critical medial literacy questions that measured high versus low attention to
oppressive messages in media texts (e.g., “When I listen to music, I can’t help but pay attention
to whether lyrics are sexist or not”), students were given the response options: “Always,”
“Frequently,” “Rarely,” and “Never.” In order to have each item in the survey weighted the
same, level of frequency questions was coded: strongly agree= 1, agree=.66, disagree=.33,
strongly disagree=0. Inverse items were reverse coded.
For Likert-style questions that explored matter of degree (e.g., “I see a problem with the
way sexual assault is portrayed in popular media”) students were provided response options:
“strongly agree,” “agree,” “disagree,” and “strongly disagree.” Likert-style questions did not
include a “no opinion” or “neutral” response option. According to Krosnick et al. (2002), survey
respondents may gravitate to a “no-opinion” option simply to avoid the effort of exploring their
own opinion. Krosnick et al. (2002) reported that their survey constructed without a no-opinion
produced the same reliability and validity but with increased responses compared to their survey
with no-opinion option. Matter of degree questions were coded: strongly agree= 1, agree=.66,
disagree=.33, strongly disagree=0. Inverse items were reverse coded. The quantitative data were
analyzed using mean and standard deviation.
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Variables
Critical Media Literacy Sex and Sexuality (CMLSS)
The first scale, CMLSS, contained 28 items aimed to assess students’ level of media
literacy pertaining to sex and sexuality. Questions in this scale explored the students’ selfreported attention paid to media, their understanding of how media influences intimate
relationships, and tested their ability to identify sexually oppressive messaging in media texts.
Each item on the scale was worth a maximum of one point.
Three items in the CMLSS (Questions 4, 7, 8) asked students about the level of attention
they paid to stereotypical power imbalances in romantic relationships (e.g., “How often do you
pay attention to the way advertisements portray gender in relationships?”). All three questions
that explored students' self-reported attention to oppressive media were constructed as Likerttype questions, which allowed answers to be scored by degree (strongly agree, agree, disagree,
strongly disagree).
Five items in the CMLSS composite (Questions 2, 3, 5, 6, 9) assessed students’ level of
awareness of sexually oppressive media (e.g., “Popular media is more likely to depict women
rather than men as sexual objects”). These items were also constructed as matter-of-degree style
responses.
Three items in the CMLSS composite (questions 1, 10, 11) asked students to consider the
influence sexist media has on relationships (e.g., “I believe the media is neutral; it does not
encourage or discourage sexist beliefs in relationships”). Two of these questions were
constructed as yes/no, and one was constructed as open-ended (forced-response).
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The first qualitative question in this segment asked students, “What are some myths about
rape that you have noticed are common in popular media? (An example could be that popular
media implies only women are victims of sexual assault).” The scoring guide (see Appendix C)
was constructed to give a numerical score for each provided response. The second qualitative
question in this segment asked students, “How does popular media affect sexual relationships in
society? Again, a scoring guide (see Appendix D) was used to quantify the open-ended
responses.
Lastly, eight questions in the CMLSS composite aimed to evaluate students’ ability to
read sexually oppressive messaging in visual media texts. Students were given eight images,
including two foils, to analyze, which portrayed sexualized (and non-sexualized) messages. The
foils were used to make it difficult for students to identify the socially desired response to the
other items, reducing answer anticipation. For each of the items, students were prompted, “I see
oppressive messages about sex in this image,” and given the response options; “yes,” “no,”
“maybe,” and “I don't know.” They were then prompted, “Please tell me more about your answer
for the above image.” This component of the question was open-ended and optional-response.
The open-ended, optional-response questions associated with Figure 1 and Figure 8 were scored
and included in the analysis. Figures 1 and 8 were selected because both implicitly depict
implicit nonconsensual sexual activities. The qualitative responses for Figures 1 and 8 were
quantified using a scoring guide (see Appendix F). Because the row mean was used to create
each student’s score, students who did not answer the optional questions were not penalized for
having no response. The Cronbach alpha coefficient for CMLSS, .73, was adequate.
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Figures 1-8
Figure 1

Figure 2

Figure 3

Note. Figure 1 was obtained
from Jha et al. (2017).

Note. Figure 2 was obtained
from Equally Wed (2021).

Note. Figure 3 was not
scored. Figure 3 was obtained
from Amazon.com (2021).

Figure 4

Figure 5

Figure 6

Note. Figure 4 was obtained
from Adewunmi (2012).

Note. Figure 5 was not scored.
Figure 5 was obtained from
GE Appliances (2002).

Note. Figure 6 was obtained
from Adeevee (2006).
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Figure 7

Figure 8

Note. Figure 7 was obtained
from Vogue (2006).

Note. Figure 8 was obtained
from Armani Exchange
(2010).

Critical Media Literacy Consent (CMLC)
The second scale (CMLC) contained four items aimed to measure how well students
recognize nonconsensual sexual activities in written media texts. This composite included two
passages from fictional novels that came from widely read and highly reviewed books. The first
excerpt was from “Rules of Magic” by Alice Hoffman (2018). Rules of Magic, which has a 5star review on Amazon (out of almost 56,000 reviews on Amazon), was a New York Times best
seller and a Witherspoon Book Club pick. The excerpt included in the survey read:
Then came an evening he was seduced by someone far more experienced, a neighbor ...
Mrs. Russell… slipped one hand down his jeans to entice him. No one could call her
subtle, but Vincent was drawn to rule breakers. Who was he to deny her the opportunity
to defile him? She told him it was only an inappropriate flirtation; no one could fault
them for that. After all, she had a son his age who was away at summer camp. Vincent
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began climbing into their neighbor's window at night. He learned far more about sex on
this summer vacation than most fourteen-year-old boys learn in a lifetime, for Mrs.
Russell seemed insatiable. (Hoffman, 2018, p.40)
The second excerpt was from “The Restaurant” by Pamela Kelly (2020). The book has a
four-star review (out of almost 14,000 reviews on Amazon). The excerpt included in the survey
read:
Paul smiled. “I love them, thank you.” He stood and pulled her into his arms for a thank
you hug. And then surprised her by lightly touching his lips to hers ever so briefly for a
kiss. “Now don’t freak out. I just wanted to thank you properly. Well, that’s not entirely
true. I think you know I want more than that. But I know you’re not ready.” (Kelly, 2020,
p. 262)

After each book passage, participants were asked to respond to the statement, “I see
oppressive messages about sex in this text.” These items were constructed with response options
yes, maybe, no, I don’t know. The questions were also paired with a supplemental optionalresponse that stated, “Please tell me more about your answer for the above image.” The
Cronbach alpha coefficient for CMLC was low, .55.
Consent Understanding (CU)
The third scale (CU) contained nine items (eight closed-ended and one open-ended)
which aimed to measure how well students understand the concept of consent. This scale
included items from Washington Post/ Kaiser Family Foundation (2015) survey such as “Do you
think if a person takes off their own clothes this establishes consent for more sexual activity?”
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The scale also includes questions adapted from the Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale (Payne
et al., 1999) that aim to assess rape myth acceptance with the context of sexual consent (e.g., “If
a woman is sexually assaulted while she is drunk, she is at least somewhat responsible for what
happened”). Additionally, this variable incorporated an open-ended question asking students to
define consent in their own words. A scoring guide (see Appendix E) was constructed to give a
numerical score for the open-ended responses. The Cronbach alpha coefficient for CU was
slightly below adequate .64.
Demographic Variables
The demographic variable collected participants’ gender identity, sexual orientation,
college level, racial/ethnic identity, and age. Demographic questions were all quantitative- forced
choice. The first demographic question asked, “What gender do you identify as?” The response
options included: agender, gender queer, female, male, nonbinary, trans, and other. For those
who indicated “other,” a new question populated, which allowed them to write in their preferred
gender identity. The next demographic question was, “How do you describe your sexual
orientation?” Response options included asexual, bisexual, gay, heterosexual, lesbian,
questioning, prefer not to answer, heterosexual, or other. For those who indicated “other,” a new
question populated, which allowed them to write in their sexual identity.
Students were then asked, “Are you a college/ university student?” Response options
included, “Yes, at _____” (the school where the study was conducted), “Yes, at ______City
College,” “Yes, at another institution,” and “No, I am not a college/ university student.” If
students indicated they were a student at a different college, the question populated, “If you are a
student at another college/ university, please indicate which school you attend.” (This question
was used to drop participants from the study who were not enrolled at the target university).
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Students were then asked, “How many years have you been in college/ university?” Response
options included 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, “Over 6,” “graduate Student,” and “I am NOT currently a
student” The next question read, “How do you describe your race/ ethnicity?” Response options
included African American/ Black, Asian/ Asian American, Latino or Hispanic, Multiracial,
Pacific Islander, Other, and White. If students selected, “other” an additional question populated,
which allowed them to write in their racial identity. The final demographic question asked
students, “How old are you.” The response allowed students to write in a two-digit number.
Scoring Guides
Scoring guides were developed to analyze the responses for each open-ended question.
Each guide divided potential responses into categories that assigned a score. Each open-ended
response was then scored. Dr. McClung and I acted as scorers. Approximately one-third of each
question was scored blindly by both scorers. After 80% interrater reliability was established, I
scored the remaining items. Each scale was constructed by taking the row mean of each item in
the scale, and then the sum of each student’s scores was standardized for ease of interpretation.

Analytic Strategy

Various statistical analyses were employed to analyze the quantitative survey questions.
Descriptive statistics such as mean and standard deviation were used, and inferential statistics,
such as correlation and multiple regression. The first research question asked, “To what extent do
students demonstrate CMLSS skills? To answer the first question, descriptive statistics were
examined. The second research question asked, “To what extent do students demonstrate CMLC
skills? To answer the second question, descriptive statistics were examined. The third question
asked, “To what extent do students understand consent?” To answer the third question,

65

descriptive statistics were again examined. The fourth research question asked, “Are there any
differences in CMLSS, CMLC, and CU by gender? The fourth research question was analyzed
using regression analysis. Each variable was regressed on a set of dummy variables for gender
(male, female, non-binary/trans/other). The fifth research question asked, “Does CMLC Predict
Consent Understanding When Controlling for Gender and Year?” The fifth research question
was analyzed using regression analysis. CU was regressed on CMLC on the set of dummy
variables for gender (male, female, non-binary/trans/other) and the students' year in school. The
sixth research question asked, “Does CMLSS Predict Consent Understanding When Controlling
for Gender and Year?” The sixth research question was analyzed using regression analysis. CU
was regressed on CMLSS, on the set of dummy variables for gender (male, female, nonbinary/trans/other), and year.

Ethical Considerations
I obtained permission from the Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human
Subjects (IRBPHS) from the University of San Francisco in January 2021. The university where
this study was conducted agreed to honor the University of San Francisco’s IRBPHS in February
2021. In addition to getting formal approval from the Research Integrity and Compliance
Department at the university research site, the name of the university where this study was
conducted will be omitted to safeguard anonymity. Additionally, survey responses were
anonymous. While the lottery for gift cards did collect students' names and emails, the lottery
operated as a second survey.

66

Limitations
This study collected data from a single California State University that primarily draws
students from California. While data from 290 participants was obtained, it cannot be assumed
that all college populations in the nation, or even across California, are the same. Though
sampling a single university is a limitation, it also provides a helpful snapshot of students’
knowledge of consent and critical media literacy skills in this locale. In California, various
statewide policies likely impact students’ consent understanding. For example, AB 329 requires
middle school and high school students to receive comprehensive sex education, including
information on sexual assault. Senate Bill SB 695 directs all public high schools in California
with a mandatory health education graduation requirement to include “affirmative consent”
education in their health curriculum (CA Legislative Information, 2017b). SB 967 adopted an
“affirmative consent” model for all California’s colleges requiring students to provide and seek
explicit, ongoing agreement for each stage of sexual activity (De Leon & Jackson, 2015).
Another limitation of this study is that it was correlational. Being that it was a
correlational study, the data do not identify causal relationships between the variables. However,
the large sample size and control variables allowed for meaningful data that shed light on the
relationship between critical media literacy and consent understanding. An additional limitation
of this study is that the reliability coefficients for CU and CMLC were lower than ideal. Most of
the survey questions for the CU variable were adapted from the Washington Post/ Kaiser Family
Foundation (2015) consent items, which is one of the few scales available, and the most recent
study to explore participants’ consent understanding. Although these quantitative reliability
indicators were low for the CMLC and CU variables, the experts' validity panel carefully
considered and revised how each item in the scales was theoretically linked to the constructs of

67

interest and connected to prior research. Despite these limitations, several tentative conclusions
can be made.
Additionally, while this study focused on critical media literacy as it relates to sex,
sexuality, sexual assault, and consent, critical media literacy is a broader concept and skillset that
includes critical awareness and critique of racism, classism, and homophobia, as well as “fake
news” and advertising fallacies in media. However, the limited scope of this study allowed for a
deep dive into students’ understanding of media portrayal of gender, race, and power related to
sexism. Thus, this study might serve as an example for other researchers to explore other
important aspects of critical media literacy not addressed or only partially addressed in this
study.
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS
Overview
This study explored how well college students understand the concept of sexual consent
and how conscious they are of messages in media text which portray oppressive sexual
stereotypes and nonconsensual sexual activities. Primarily undergraduate students from a diverse
California state university participated in this study. Results from each research question are
presented in turn below.
Results
Research Question 1: To What Extent Do Students Demonstrate CMLSS Skills?

To answer the first research question, descriptive statistics were used (see Table 2).
Scores for CMLSS, CMLC, and CU were standardized for ease of interpretation (i.e., M=0,
SD=1). The mean for CMLSS was 0, the standard deviation was 1, the minimum was -3.0, and
the maximum was 1.9. Most students seemed to be in the average range, yet significant
variability resulted from some students having very low and some very high CMLSS skills.
Figure 9 shows the histogram of CMLSS.

Responses to the open-ended questions for the variable CMLSS corroborated the
variability seen in the quantitative scores. Students with low CMLSS demonstrated weakness in
identifying oppressive messaging in media text and what was potentially problematic about the
image. For example, a Gucci advertisement (see Chapter 3, Figure 1) shows a woman on her
hands and knees in the dirt touching the shoe of a man who stands aggressively above her.
Students were asked to report if they found the image oppressive, and if so, they were asked to
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elaborate on why they found it oppressive. For example, a student with a low CMLSS score
reported, “it’s a sexy image of two people. what they are advertising I have no idea. So it leads
me to question why have the people as the focus and not the product.” Conversely, a student with
a high CMLSS score wrote, “It looks to me that she is being forced to participate in whatever
they are doing.”

Figure 9
Critical Media Literacy: Sex & Sexuality

Research Question 2: To What Extent Do Students Demonstrate CMLC Skills?
To answer the second research question, descriptive statistics were employed (see Table
2). The mean for CMLC was 0, the standard deviation was 1, the minimum was -1.8, and the
maximum was 1.5. While there was some variability in how well students could critically
analyze media messaging related to consent, most students scored in the average range. Figure
10 shows the histogram of CMLC.
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Responses to the open-ended questions for CMLC varied. Students with low CMLSS
scores either did not identify the media text as problematic or were unable to identify what was
problematic about the media text. The variable CMLC included two book texts, both portraying
nonconsensual sexual activities.

Data from open-ended responses showed that students with a high CMLC score could
identify (and name) the activity as “forced” or lacking consent. For example, a student with a
high CMLC score explained the following about the “Rules of Magic” book excerpt, “A young
boy is being sexually assaulted by an older woman. This is statutory rape because he cannot
legally give consent.” Conversely, a student with a low CMLC score described the following
about the same excerpt, “It was in some way a form of forced sex upon Vincent, but at the same
time, he did reason with it and seemed to willingly continue.” These findings showed students
varied in their understanding of sexual consent in text.

Figure 10
Critical Media Literacy Consent
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Research Question 3: To What Extent Do Students Understand the Concept of Consent?

To answer the third research question, descriptive statistics were utilized (see Table 2).
The mean for CU was 0, the standard deviation was 1, the minimum was -3.5, and the maximum
was 1.8. Again, like CMLSS and CMLC, there was significant variability in CU. Though some
students were found to be low and some high in consent understanding, most students scored in
the average range. Figure 11 shows the histogram of CU.

Student responses to the open-ended segment of the variable consent understanding (CU)
illustrated this variability. When students responded to: “How do you know when someone is
consenting to sexual activity?” Students with higher scores in CU demonstrated an understanding
of consent similar to the CSU’s definition of affirmative consent (informed, affirmative,
conscious, voluntary, and mutual agreement to engage in sexual activity). For example, a student
wrote, “Explicit and enthusiastic consent. It has to be explicit, the person has to show or tell they
want to have sex, and if they look upset then it is not consent (at least for me), because the
person might be feeling forced to do it.” Conversely, a student with low CU wrote that consent
is “When they dont pull away and dont say anything.”
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Figure 11
Consent Understanding

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for RQ 1- 3
Mean

SD

Min

Max

CMLSS

0

1

-3

1.9

CMLC

0

1

-1.8

1.5

CU

0

1

-3.5

1.8

Correlations

Correlations between all the variables of interest were examined; critical media literacy
sex and sexuality (CMLSS), critical media literacy and consent (CMLC), consent Understanding
(CU), and year. Notable correlations included the statistically significant and positive
relationships between year in school and CMLC, CMLC and CMLSS, and CMLSS and CU.
Because the sample contained a wide range of undergraduate and graduate students and because
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more senior students appeared to have higher CMLC skills, year was included in all further
analyses as a control variable. Table 3 shows the correlations between these variables.

Table 3
Correlations
CMLSS

CMLC

CU

Year

CMLSS

-

-

-

-

CMLC

.40*

-

-

-

CU

.31*

.25*

-

-

Year

.09

.22*

.05

1.0

Note. * = p<.05

Research Question 4: Are There Any Differences in CMLSS, CMLC, and CU By Gender?
Group differences in CMLSS, CMLC, and CU were examined to answer the fourth
research question. Female and non-binary/ trans/ agender students outperformed males on
CMLSS and CMLC. For CMLC, the non-binary/ trans/ agender group performed the highest out
of the three groups. The female group performed the second highest. The difference between the
males and the females approached statistical significance (p = .10). Non-binary/ trans/ agender
students preformed nearly one standard deviation above males (ß = .98, p < .001). For
CMLSS, the female and non-binary/trans/agender groups were statistically significantly higher
than the male group—with females outperforming males by more than one-half of a standard
deviation (ß = .52, p < .001). For CU, the female and non-binary/ trans/ agender groups were
statistically significantly higher than both males and females. Table 4 shows gender group
differences, means, and standard deviations for Research Question 4.

74

Table 4
Gender Group Differences: Means and Standard Deviations for RQ 4
Female (n=201)

Male (n=82)

Non-binary/ trans/ agender (n=8)

CMLSS

.16 (.07)

-.42 (.11) ***

.17 (.34)

CMLC

.04 (.07)

-.18 (.11)

.80 (.35) *

CU

.10 (.07)

-.23 (.11) *

-.06 (.35)

Note. * = p <.05, ** = p<.01, *** = p<.001 and “female” is the reference group
Figure 12 is a boxplot examining the gender differences of the three variables. The
boxplot shows that the male group ß = .98 lags behind the female and non-binary/ trans/ agender
groups on all three variables.
Figure 12
CMLSS, CMLC & CU Gender Group Differences
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Research Question 5: Does CMLSS Predict Consent Understanding, When Controlling for
Gender and Year?

Regression analysis was again used to answer the fifth research question. Table 5 shows a
statistically significant relationship between CMLC and CU. Again, when students show the
ability to recognize nonconsensual sexual interactions in media texts, their understanding consent
(CU) illustrates this relationship. For example, when a student with low CMLC was given the
book excerpt which described a nonconsensual kiss and asked if they found it oppressive, the
student answered, “I thought this excerpt was cute it talks about a boy a girl deeply in love with
each other and the romance between them.” When the same student was given the survey
question, “How do you know when someone is consenting to sexual activity,” the student
responded, “When they don’t say no.”

Conversely, when a student with high CMLC was provided with the book excerpt
describing a nonconsensual kiss, the student identified the text as oppressive because “… consent
is important, and this excerpt overlooks it completely. He acknowledges that she isn’t ready to
do anything, but he decides to act on his impulses anyway instead of respecting her boundaries.”
When the same student was asked to describe when they know someone is consenting to sexual
activity, the student responded, “…reading a person’s body language and by asking if it is okay.
If the person is hesitant then it’s not consensual. If they say yes but it isn’t confident it’s not
consensual. If you have to beg or force the person to say yes, it is not consensual.”
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Research Question 6: Does CMLC Predict Consent Understanding, When Controlling for
Gender and Year?

To answer the sixth research question, regression analysis was used. Table 5 shows a
strong, statistically significant relationship between CMLSS and CU (ß = .29, p < .001). For
every one-unit increase in CMLSS, there was a .29 average increase in CU when controlling for
gender and year. Furthermore, males were lower than both the female group and non-binary/
trans/ agender in CU, even when controlling for CMLSS and year. Year was not statistically
significant in this model.

The data show that the more that students can identify sexually oppressive messaging in
media texts, the more they understand the concept of consent. For example, a student with low
CU described knowing someone consents to sexual activity when “they don’t resist any
advances.” This same student, when asked if the advertisement of Beyoncé (see Chapter 3,
Figure 5) was oppressive, and if so, why, responded, “I just see a woman happy on her lingerie.”
Conversely, a student with high CU described knowing someone consents to sex, “When they
say yes, and I don’t only mean verbally but also the person’s body language!” When asked if
they found the image of Beyoncé oppressive, this same student responded with a complex
understanding about racialized sexual oppression:

An image like this is where my mind contradicts itself. On one end I see an empowered
woman, making music, making moves, and dominating an industry once led by only
men…The other part of me thinks about the millions of impressions this image will make
on girls and women around the world. Projecting unrealistic expectations of what a
woman is supposed to look like and present themselves...sex is also being sold, not to
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mention it looks like her skin has been lightened and she is in a blond wig, thus making it
look like she is a white woman.
Thus, both the regression analysis of CMLSS and CU and students’ corresponding open-ended
responses show that the more students can deconstruct oppressive media images related to sex
and sexuality, the more they tend to understand consent.
Table 5
Predictors of Consent Understanding (CU)
RQ 5-CU

RQ- 6 CU

CMLSS

.29 (.06) ***

-

CMLC

-

.24(.06) ***

Year

.01 (.03)

.00 (.03)

Male

-.17 (.13)

.28 (.13) *

Non-binary/ trans/ agender

-.17 (.35)

.34 (.35)

Note. * = p<.05, ** = p<.01, *** = p<.001 and “female” is the reference group

Summary of Findings
This study explored college students’ understanding of consent and their ability to
recognize both sexually oppressive and nonconsensual messages in media texts. This research
aimed to assess if there were correlations between variables explored. Correlations were found
between year in school and CMLC, CMLC, and CMLSS, as well as between CMLSS and CU.
Survey results demonstrated great variability in all three variables; some students were high,
some were low, and some resided in the middle. When examining gender as a variable, males
were found to be the lowest group on all three variables, generally statistically significantly
lower than the other groups. Examining the relationship between CMLC and CU, when
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controlling for gender and year, revealed a clear relationship between students’ ability to
recognize nonconsensual messages in book texts and their understanding of consent. Similarly,
when examining CMLSS and CU, when controlling for gender and year, demonstrated a strong
relationship between students’ ability to identify sexually oppressive messages and their
understanding of consent.
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION
Overview
This study examined how well undergraduate college students understand the concept of
consent and explored how cognizant students are of sexist and racially sexist messages
embedded in various media texts. Students from a California State University were sampled
utilizing an anonymous online survey to understand their views on critical media literacy and
sexual consent. Correlations between the following variables were examined; critical media
literacy sex and sexuality (CMLSS), critical media literacy and consent (CMLC), consent
Understanding (CU), and year. Noteworthy, statistically significant relationships were found
between year in school and CMLC, and between CMLC and CMLSS, and CMLSS and CU.
Discussion
In this section, I consider how the findings from this study are related to the literature
explored in Chapter 2. The first three research questions explored the variability in the
population on the variables critical media literacy sex and sexuality (CMLSS), critical media
literacy sex and sexuality consent (CMLC), and consent understanding (CU). There was a
significant range on all three variables, with some students in the low range, some in the middle,
and some in the high range.

Research Question 1: To What Extent Do Students Demonstrate CMLSS skills?
According to Harding (2015), the perpetual media representation of women as sexual
objects, who exists to please men sexually, perpetuates patriarchy and reinforces rape culture
(Scully & Marolla, 1985). Rape culture is a system of inequality that trivializes the experiences
of victims and supports sexual predators. Because gender inequality perpetuates sexual violence
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(Katz, 2019), in this study images were included to portray varying degrees of power in the
context of gender, sex, and sexuality.
The first composite variable, CMLSS, evaluated students’ level of critical media literacy
concerning sex and sexuality. In this study, CMLSS is a complex skillset that includes students
self-reported attention paid to power imbalances in media (e.g., “When I listen to music, I can’t
help but pay attention to whether lyrics are sexist or not") and students’ level of awareness of
sexually oppressive media (ex: “Popular media often portrays women as sexy and in need of
men’s attention”). CMLSS also included their understanding of the influence sexist media has on
relationships (ex: I believe the media is neutral; it does not encourage or discourage sexist beliefs
in relationships) and their ability to recognize nuances in gender power in media texts. Students
were given eight media texts (images) to assess their skills in media text analysis (examining
media images), including two foils that were not scored.
While the images in the CMLSS scale all related to sex and sexuality, students with high
levels of CMLSS were able to uncover overlapping and intersecting mechanisms of oppression
related to both sexism and racialized sexism. For example, students with high critical media
literacy were to examine the image of Beyonce (see Figure 1, Chapter 4) and recognize not only
that she is being sexually objectified, but she is also whitewashed and exotified because of her
racial/ethnic background. “White washing” is a tactic used in marketing to digitally edit images
of models by lightening their skin tone and features to make them appear more Eurocentric
(Mitchell, 2020). According to Mitchell (2020), whitewashing promotes white domination
through the devaluation of natural African American features. Furthermore, exotifying Black
women by frequently depicting them in animal print, jungle-like scenes, or animal poses
perpetuates the social construction of wild, exotic “other,” thus dehumanizing them (Plous &
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Neptune, 1997). According to Jhally (2010), “turning a human being into a thing is almost
always the first step to justifying violence against that person. We see this with racism, we see it
with homophobia… The person is dehumanized, and violence then becomes inevitable” (0:9:10).
Students with high CMLSS, therefore, were able to identify subtle sexism and racialized sexism
in media texts and thus are presumably best positioned to resist the indoctrination of racialized
pro-rape messages rampant in mainstream media, which perpetuate violence.
The findings from this study revealed that students possessed a wide range of CMLSS
skills. However, fewer than 20% of students showed a strong understanding of CMLSS. While
the research exploring CML in elementary and high schools has increased in the past decade,
little research could be found exploring the level of CML skills students have in college students.
However, the findings of this study are in line with research by Scull et al. (2014) and Ralfe
(2009). Although it was not the primary focus of their research, both studies reported variability
in media deconstruction skills by the pools of middle school students sampled
The acceptable reliability coefficient for the CMLSS was the highest out of the three
variables. The development of a critical media literacy scale with reliability significantly
contributes to the fields of critical media studies and sexual assault prevention. Particularly, since
to my knowledge, no previous research has looked at the construct of critical media literacy
related to sex and sexuality. Therefore, this scale should be considered for researchers interested
in integrating media literacy as part of violence prevention or social justice education
programming.
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Research Question 2: To What Extent Do Students Demonstrate CMLC skills?
The variable CMLC evaluated students' capacity to recognize explicitly nonconsensual
sexual activities in written media texts. This measure consisted of four items. Two of the items
were passages from books that described nonconsensual activities, such as a forced kiss and sex
between an adult woman and a male child. This variable required different skills than CMLSS as
students were asked to critique written passages rather than images.
Like the CMLSS, students' responses to CMLC varied widely. Some students
demonstrated relatively low scores, and a handful demonstrated high scores. However, the bulk
of students scored in the middle range. The wide range for the CMLC scores was not entirely
surprising. As a university instructor who teaches media literacy in the classroom, I regularly ask
my students how many have taken CML courses that focus on media literacy beyond exploring
advertising fallacies and fake news. I have found that very few students have received classroom
content that attempts to heighten their CML related to consent. However, given that students in
this study are mandated to take consent education training each year, this finding suggests that
many students cannot generalize the knowledge gained in the training to the interpretation of
nonconsensual sex in media texts or that consent training is limited in the degree to which it
addresses the larger sociocultural context in which students learn about sex and sexuality.
The preponderance of middle to low CMLC scores demonstrates a significant need for
students to be provided with media literacy which explores consent. The large number of mid
and low levels of CMLC has alarming implications in students' lives, suggesting that many
students may force other students to engage in nonconsensual sexual activities or be forced by
others. Many students read the book text describing a nonconsensual kiss and perceived the
scene to be respectful because the male character did not push the female character further than
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“just a kiss.” However, based on CSU Title IX policy, a nonconsensual kiss constitutes sexual
misconduct (California State University, 2014). The widespread misunderstanding of this
passage, particularly considering the students are receiving annual training, is concerning.
Students who do not recognize nonconsensual activities are more likely to commit sexual assault
themselves and less likely to report the behaviors when they personally experience them or offer
help to others when witnessing such a situation (McMahon, 2010).
It also appears that many students are not aware that sex between adults and children is
illegal and constitutes rape. It is possible that because the book described an older woman
sexually exploiting a teenage boy, sexist ideologies that characterize males as sex-crazed
contributed to the general perception that the scenario was possibly inappropriate but not
criminal. Such ideologies imply boys are less deserving of protection and create further
challenges for male sexual assault survivors seeking resources or reporting abuse.
To my knowledge, no published research has focused on assessing students' ability to
identify nonconsensual sexual activities in books or any other form of written texts. Therefore,
one contribution of this study is that it identifies CMLC as an important construct of interest for
future research and critical media literacy and consent education. Presumably, students’
performance on this measure has implications for navigating sexual relationships in their real
lives. The results from this study indicate that when students can understand issues of
nonconsent in books, they tend to have a more nuanced understanding of consent.
Research Question 3: To What Extent Do Students Understand Consent?
Importantly, the California State University system, where this study took place,
mandates students receive annual training on sexual violence and affirmative consent (California
State University, 2014). That means, all students in this study had attended at least one training,
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while approximately 90% of students had attended at least two trainings, 81% had received at
least three annual trainings, and 51% of the population sampled who were in college for at least
four years already had attended four annual sexual assault prevention trainings. Thus, in theory,
students sampled in this study should have an incredibly high consent understanding.
However, while consent education might be effective for some students, clearly, more
work is needed to bring the majority of students to a higher baseline. Despite receiving ongoing
and repeated consent education, only 20% of students in this study demonstrated a very strong
understanding of consent. Whereas most students were more mixed in their understanding, some
demonstrated very low consent understating—potentially demonstrating their risk to assault
others or be unknowingly victimized. The finding of significant variability in college student
understanding of consent is in line with previous research by Jozkowski and Humphreys (2014)
and Jozkowski and Peterson (2013), as well as Ortiz and Shafer (2017). In addition, the variability
in consent understanding found in this study is analogous with the Washington Post/Kaiser
Family Foundation (2015) survey results. According to their survey, some students believe that if
their partner removes clothing, nods, or gets a condom, that indicates consent for additional
sexual activity. Problematically, when students rely solely on nonverbal messages to garner
sexual consent, there is a high likelihood that they will read their partner's behavior incorrectly
(Washington Post/Kaiser Family Foundation, 2015). The significance of such wide variability in
consent understanding, according to the Washington Post/Kaiser Family Foundation report
(2015), is that one partner may assume they are getting the green light when the other partner is
actually “signaling yellow or red” (Anderson & Crighill, 2015, para. 5). Students have such
vastly different understandings of consent that one student might interpret the same situation as
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consensual sex while the other views it as sexual assault—leading to the possibility that students
are unintentionally misunderstood, violated, and harmed.
Such significant variability in consent understanding found in this study is particularly
problematic since California is one of the few states that requires consent to be taught in high
school health classes (CA Legislative Information, 2017b). Though the CSUs require students to
take approximately 90 minutes of sexual violence prevention training annually, most campuses
opt to provide the training online (California State University, 2014). Although online training is
an efficient way to reach a large population, the efficacy of online sexual assault prevention
education (SAPE) training has been questioned (Kimberly & Hardman, 2020). Furthermore,
according to Kimberly and Hardman (2020), it is improbable that a short online program would
“significantly alter attitudes, knowledge, and behavior in ways that will ultimately reduce the
occurrence of sexual assault…” (p. 437). In examining an in-person, college student peer-driven
consent education programming, Ortiz and Shafer (2018) found that students' single-event
exposure to consent education programming produced a minimal effect. However, they found
that significant positive increases were demonstrated for all measured outcomes after six weeks
of exposure. They concluded that students likely need to be exposed to curricular programming
multiple times to successfully produce a significant change in knowledge and attitudes (Ortiz &
Shafer, 2018). Additionally, because there are no federal requirements for colleges/universities to
provide SAPE, there are no requirements to evaluate it (Cass, 2007).
Another problem that limits the efficacy of SAPE, according to Cameron-Lewis and
Allen (2013), is that it is frequently decontextualized. Students are seldom provided
opportunities to carefully explore the concept of consent, which would lead to increased
understanding and retention (Cameron-Lewis & Allen, 2012).
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Research Question 4: Are there any differences in CMLSS, CMLC, and CU by Gender?
Findings from this study show that students vary considerably in their critical media
literacy skills (as they relate to sex, sexuality, and consent) and their understanding of consent.
These results reveal a need for more education that boosts students’ understanding of sexual
oppression, sexual violence, and sexual assault--along with increasing their knowledge of the
characteristics of (and perhaps skills involved in) maintaining respectful, consensual sexual
interactions and romantic relationships.
Examining differences in demographic groups revealed significant skill disparities by
gender. Looking across all three variables of interest (CMLSS, CMLC, and CU), males were
considerably and consistently below females and the non-binary/ trans/ agender students, and
commonly this disparity was statistically significant. For CMLSS, males were more than half a
standard deviation below females and non-binary/ trans/ agender students. The non-binary/ trans/
agender students scored almost one standard deviation above the male group for CMLC.
Moreover, there was a large difference in CMLC between females and males that approached
statistical significance. Males were also significantly lower in their understanding of consent
than all other gender groups.
The findings from this study demonstrate that males struggle considerably more than both
females and non-gender-conforming students in their understanding of consent and their ability
to identify both sexually oppressive and nonconsensual messages in media texts. This is not
entirely surprising, considering males have been found to be more likely to misread their
partners' sexual signals than women (Farris et al., 2008; Koukounas & Letch, 2001, Planned
Parenthood, 2016; Washington Post/Kaiser Family Foundation, 2015).
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Incongruity in consent understanding between genders is even more problematic
considering how differently men and women are socialized. Western culture still largely
engenders passivity in women and aggression and sexual entitlement in men (Harris, 2018). Such
sexual scrips affect verbal and nonverbal responses to sexual activity and the interpretation of
another person's response (Jozkowski & Humphreys, 2014). Even if women better understand
consent and can identify consent violations in media better than men (as demonstrated in this
study), that does not necessarily translate to avoiding potential confusion in sexual situations. For
example, women have been reported to use less direct language when presented with unwanted
sexual advances, such as “Not now, can't we wait?” (Kitzinger & Frith, 1999, p. 205) rather than
simply and directly saying “no.” Because women may use such rituals to communicate refusal
gently, they may be misunderstood by men who do not recognize less direct communication.
These gendered communication differences may contribute to sexual assault because of
misunderstandings (Kitzinger & Frith, 1999). Furthermore, findings from this study show that
males significantly lag behind other gender groups in their consent understanding. This lag is
concerning considering males are more often the perpetrators of sexual violence (Chan et al.,
2008; Depraetere et al., 2020; Krahé & Berger, 2013), and women (Edwards, 2015) and nonbinary/ trans/ agender people are more often the victims (Transgender Law Center, 2021).
Unlike this study, much of the published research on critical media literacy programming
does not disaggregate findings by gender (e.g., Puchner et al., 2015; Ralfe, 2009; Rothman et al.,
2018; Scull et al., 2014). However, Pinkleton et al. (2008) explored gender as a variable for their
critical media literacy sex education program. Notably, though they found the male students on
average entered their program with much lower CML skills than the female students, and due to
their low entry skills, the male group also was able to learn considerably more about media
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influence than female students (i.e., the males had room for growth). The researchers theorized
that gender differences were less a product of the content itself but more likely due to how males
and females are socialized to process messages differently (Pinkleton et al., 2008).
According to sexual script theory, media is highly influential in shaping individuals'
attitudes towards gender, sex, and sexuality. Media texts act as agents of socialization that
propagate and normalize gendered and oppressive, and sexual scripts. Individuals then grow up
endorsing and thus enacting a particular set of scripts related to sex and romantic relationships
(Simon & Gagnon, 1986). However, because media perpetually portray sexist ideologies (Katz,
2019), it would seem plausible that both males and females would be equally uncritical of sexist
media messages. However, in this study, along with Pinkleton et al. (2008), females were found
to be much more critical of gender stereotypical media messaging than were males.
According to Jackman (1994), one explanation for gender differences is that men support
sexist beliefs because they benefit from them. Conversely, women and non-binary and trans
individuals who endorse sexism perplexingly seem to support discrimination of their own gender
group. Becker et al. (2010), however, found that women with hostile sexist beliefs are not
necessarily hostile towards their entire gender, but rather specifically against women who are
“norm-deviant” (p. 464). Therefore, seemingly sexist women may not actually believe women
should be discriminated against but may be resistant to broadening the traditional construct of
femininity.
Though all genders are socialized to accept sexist sexual scripts, because women are
disadvantaged by the scripts, they may follow along with them but do so more critically. This
could be the reason women scored higher than men on the CMLC and CMLSS. Interestingly,
non-binary/ trans/ agender participants scored the highest of all three gender groups on the
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CMLC and CMLSS variables. Nongender conforming people are largely excluded from
mainstream media, and when they are included are largely portrayed negatively or
stereotypically (Carilli & Campbell, 2013). A possible explanation for why non-binary/ trans/
agender persons outperformed the other gender categories is that they are naturally more critical
of media messaging because of their invisibility and negative portrayal or that they spend the
most time examining and critiquing gender roles and gender identity to uncover their own nonnormative gender or even as a means of survival in a world that constantly uplifts and reinforces
the gender-binary (Funk et al., 2019). Even though the oppressive media texts in this study were
primarily of men dominating women, the non-binary/ trans/ agender group may have developed
a more critical eye for media analysis as it relates to gender.
Another possibility is that male-only spaces (such as dorm rooms, locker rooms, and
sports teams) accept and propagate sexist narratives more than spaces that include or are
dominated by female and trans and non-binary students (Cole et al., 2020). Such spaces offer
men a forum to bolster toxic masculinity (Pascoe, 2007), equating manhood with women's sexual
objectification and devaluation. Rape jokes and ideologies that support sexual violence, such as
“she's a tease” or “boys will be boys,” are more likely to be accepted and repeated in male-only
spaces and may be performed as a method of constructing camaraderie with other males.
Performing rhetoric of male sexual entitlement and voicing ideologies that justify and excuse
sexual violence perpetration (e.g., “she wanted it”) promotes internalization and normalization of
these messages (Seabrook et al., 2018).
Additionally, this study contributes to the research on critical medial literacy and consent
by amplifying the voices and experiences of non-binary/trans students--showing that they seem
to perform similar to women in their critique of sex in media and understanding of consent. It is
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possible that because, like females, non-binary/trans individuals are an oppressed gender group,
which seems to correspond to experiences that bring more awareness (relative to males) of the
conditions of sexual oppression.
While the findings of this study show a need for more critical media literacy and consent
education, this appears to be especially critical for males. Not only do they perpetuate sexual
violence more often (Krahé & Berger, 2013; Chan et al., 2008) they are also consistently below
females and non-binary students in their ability to identify sexually oppressive and
nonconsensual messages in media texts and in their understanding of nonconsent.

Research Question 5: Does CMLC Predict Consent Understanding, When Controlling for
Gender and Year?
This study demonstrated that students’ capacity to identify nonconsent in media texts
correlated with their understanding of consent when controlling for both gender and year in
school. Interestingly, although year was considered a control variable in this study (due to the
wide range of students’ years in school in the sample), the unintended findings related to year are
important. Notably, as the year in school increases, consent understanding remains stagnant.
Thus, data from this study did not demonstrate a cumulative effect of the SAPE program.
Presumably, if students take the SAPE training every year, their understanding of consent should
improve the longer they are at the university—the presumed rationale for mandating it each year.
Even though the CSU system is making considerable effort to teach students about consent and
sexual violence, the lack of correlation with the year suggests that the SAPE program may have
limited efficacy.
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This study takes important steps towards measuring students' understanding of consent in
media (CMLC) and consent understanding. As mentioned, findings from this study also show
that students with a greater ability to identify nonconsent in written texts have a more robust
understanding of consent. While the concept of consent has been previously explored (Farris et
al., 2008; Koukounas & Letch, 2001, Planned Parenthood, 2016; Washington Post/Kaiser Family
Foundation, 2015), this study uniquely compared students’ consent understanding with their
ability to identify nonconsent in media texts. Identifying students’ skill in recognizing
nonconsent in written scenarios is a promising measure of students' ability to understand consent
in a real-life context. Thus, data from this study provides a strong rationale for incorporating
critical media literacy, as it relates to consent, into consent education.
Research Question 6: Does CMLSS Predict Consent Understanding, When Controlling for
Gender and Year?
Not only does the ability to identify nonconsent in media texts predict CU, but CMLSS
also predicts CU. Regardless of the influence of gender or year in school, the more students can
identify sexually oppressive messaging in media, the more they seem to understand consent.
Essentially, students' awareness of power, sexism, racism, gender, and violence in media seem to
impact their understanding of consent. Thus, the findings from this study provide powerful
evidence for the possibility that supplementing or incorporating consent education with critical
media literacy education as it relates to sex and sexuality would improve students understanding
of consent.
Sociologists and feminists have long argued that mainstream media reinforces patriarchy
(Douglass, 2011; hook, 1996; Gill, 2018) and white superiority (hooks, 1996). Furthermore, the
endorsement of patriarchal ideologies contributes to gender violence (Collins & Bilge, 2020;
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Katz, 2019). Kellner (2018) explains that media “shape our view of the world and our deepest
values: what we consider good or bad, positive or negative, moral or evil...” (p. 6). When
individuals are oblivious to the oppressive messages in media to which they are exposed, they
are more vulnerable to being negatively impacted by them (Kellner & Share, 2019). This study
found that students’ acceptance (or conversely their critique) of oppressive ideologies predicts
their understanding of consent.
Implications
This study found that when students can recognize nonconsent in books, they tend to
have a broader understanding of consent. Similarly, this study found that the better students are
at identifying oppressive representations of gender in media texts, the better they are at
understanding consent. Therefore, colleges and universities should consider integrating critical
media literacy into their sexual assault prevention programming.
The considerable variability in the CMLSS scores found in this study suggests many
students struggle to identify sexism and racialized sexism in media text and thus are more likely
to be impacted by those racist and sexist messages. However, according to Gordon and Ellingson
(2006), “students do not simply hear and enact sexual scripts presented to them… but instead
actively interpret, revise, weigh and attach meaning to these messages” (p. 251). Significantly,
sexual script theory suggests that endorsing gender constructs and attitudes towards sexual
behavior are malleable (Gordon & Ellingson, 2006). Therefore, if students are guided in
analyzing oppressive ideology, their acceptance of the ideology can change.
The percentage of students with mid to low scores found in CU and CMLC is
troublesome. They demonstrate that something is lacking in consent education for the population
sampled. Universities committed to reducing sexual assault should take measures to adequately
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assess the efficacy of SAPE programming and enrich areas of potential weakness. For example,
programming should be assessed by a third party and done so annually to ensure a cumulative
understanding of consent is evidenced (Cass, 2007; Nation et al., 2003).
Furthermore, schools should strongly consider implementing a contextualized (CameronLewis & Allen, 2012), culturally appropriate, comprehensive approach to SAPE (Nation et al.,
2003), which is more than an hour-long and interactive (NVAWPRC, 2002) and includes
complimentary in-person activities such as group discussions, lectures, and social norm
campaigns (Kimberly & Hardman, 2020), and conversations and information about healthy,
respectful sexual and romantic relationships. A comprehensive approach would fill in holes
inherent in online training (Nation et al., 2003). Findings from this study also suggest that an
efficacious approach would include teaching students to critique (and perhaps disrupt) sexually
oppressive messages in media texts related to consent, gender, race, and other social markers.
Incorporating media texts into sexual assault prevention education would allow students
to critically engage with images of race, gender, and sexuality and consider how the common
portrayal of different groups contributes to the construction of social value of those groups
(Kellner, 2020). When media perpetually portray a group as subordinate, that representation
contributes to the devaluation of that social group. Essentially, media act as a tool that reinforces
social hierarchy. People become desensitized by the repeated depiction of inferiority and accept
it implicitly (Katz, 2019).
When students view an advertisement that depicts a woman groveling at a man’s feet (see
Figure 1, Chapter 3), they should understand that the image is reproducing a stereotypical gender
power imbalance. While an image that reflects a gender power imbalance is not inherently
oppressive, critical media literacy helps students understand that images must be analyzed within
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a cultural context. For example, an image of Beyoncé positioned on animal print (see image 4,
Chapter 3) is not in itself oppressive. However, the common practice of positioning Black
women with “wild” accouterments contributes to their systematic dehumanization. Therefore, it
is the overrepresentation of power imbalances (where some groups consistently dominate and
subordinate others) that is oppressive and contributes to the social devaluation of marginalized
groups. However, with the help of critical media literacy education, students can be sensitized to
recognizing and questioning patterns of subordination.
Complementarily to CMLSS, integrating media texts which obscure sexual approval into
consent education can contextualize consent and nonconsent in the context of real-world
scenarios. For example, students examining an image of a woman pushing a man away while he
grabs at her thighs (see image 8, Chapter 3) should be easily identifiable as potential nonconsent.
Similarly, when presented with a book passage that describes an adult woman sexually seducing
a 14-year-old boy (books text 1, see Chapter 3), students should easily recognize the scenario as
pedophilia, not characterize the teen as fortunate for the experience. Because this study
demonstrated that very few students identified these kinds of media scenarios as nonconsensual,
it is clear that students would greatly benefit from classroom discussions exploring their
perceptions of such situations. For example, educators can present students with a book text
which describes a woman who has indicated disinterest in sexual engagement, yet her partner
knowingly crosses a line and kisses her anyway (see books text 2, Chapter 3). After students read
the text, educators should discuss students' opinions of the situation and explain why such a
scenario, according to CSU policy, constitutes sexual misconduct. Findings from this study
suggest that this contextualization is badly needed to produce robust, lasting consent
understanding.
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Notably, the two book passages I included in this study were from books I selected for
my leisure reading. As a feminist, I seek out novels written by women with strong female
protagonists. One of the books, “Rules of Magic” by Alice Hoffman (2018), was selected from
Reece Witherspoon’s book club, which aims to “shine a light on female authorship and agency”
(Hello Sunshine, n.d., para. 2). What is problematic here is that these nonconsensual scenarios
(see book passages in Chapter 3) have been trivialized and packaged as romance in books
purportedly portraying female empowerment. Students who are far less selective about media
they consume, and possess far less education on consent, are likely to both be exposed to more
nonconsent in media, as this study demonstrated, and have little cognizance to identify it as such.
Critical media literacy has the potential to heighten students' awareness, and thus rejection, of
these oppressive ideologies which promote violence.
Recommendations for Future Research
This study uncovered several areas recommended for future research. First, there is a
clear need for a modern consent understanding scale with proven validity and reliability. A
stronger consent scale would increase the credibility of data aimed to explore consent
understanding. Second, post-development, a consent understanding scale is critical to examine
the efficacy of university SAPE programs annually to ensure students demonstrate cumulative
knowledge of consent understanding. Furthermore, the scale could be used to explore SAPE
programs nationwide, which would allow universities to consider what other schools are doing
that is effective.
Another recommendation for future research is to explore CMLSS using nonstereotypical representations of power. This study found the non-gender-conforming students to
have a greater capacity to identify oppressive messaging in media texts than both males and
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females. It would be beneficial for research to find out why this is so and to use that knowledge
to bring the other gender groups up to standard. In addition, exploring how all gender groups
assess non-stereotypical representations of power in media texts may aid the understanding of
why this is so.
A further recommendation for future research is to explore students' CML related to
racism more broadly than was explored in this study. Because of the clear problem the United
States has with the widespread endorsement of racist ideologies (Katz, 2019), it would be
beneficial to explore how CML may be a tool used to combat racist attitudes by sensitizing
students to recognizing racial bias embedded in various media.
Furthermore, because this study demonstrated that many students lack a strong
understanding of consent here in California, students in other states with less robust consent
education policies may struggle even more with their understanding of consent. It would be
helpful for future research to sample states which do not have consent education policies and
compare these results.
Finally, while the focus of this study was to explore the degree to which students
understand oppressive messaging in media texts, further research should focus on increasing
students' understanding of mutual, respectful, and caring sexual and romantic interactions.
Hollywood rarely depicts verbal confirmation of consent prior to sexual activity (Groszhans,
2018). Therefore, students need ongoing models that demonstrate how to ask for consent,
confirm consent, and decline consent (Planned Parenthood, 2015).
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Summary
Mainstream media sources widely reproduce heteronormative and racialized ideologies
that construct men as sexually charged aggressors and women as hyper-sexualized objects that
exist to provide men pleasure. Non-binary and trans characters are largely absent in media, and
their few portrayals tend to reinforce harmful stereotypes.
Media exposure generally begins in infancy and continues through adulthood. Most
young people are exposed to sexist messages from a multiplicity of sources, television programs,
commercials, movies, billboards, magazines, and newspapers. Even programming for children is
rife with stereotypical messaging, including racialized and sexualized cartoon characters that
play out oppressive gender roles. For example, representations such as Looney Toons character
Pepé Le Pew—chases his “girlfriend” Penelope Pussycat and kisses her and holds her against her
will– is easily found in today’s children’s programming such as YouTube and Amazon Prime
even though it has been criticized for normalizing rape culture (Haring, 2021)
Further problematically, media routinely depict stalking as romantic, sex violently, and
conflate consensual sex with rape. The saturation most people have to misogynistic media,
results in widespread endorsement of sexist ideologies and the perpetuation of rape culture. Rape
culture fosters sexual violence and contributes to the exoneration of perpetrators (i.e., Bryant,
Lazarus, and Brock). While legislation plays a vital role in combatting sexual assault, education
is an equally important (and importantly, proactive and preventative) piece of the needed work.
Sexual assault prevention education (SAPE) needs to be contextualized. Critical media literacy
offers the potential to enrich SAPE programming in order to increase its efficacy and to teach
students key critical thinking skills.
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This study examined college students' understanding of consent and their ability to
identify sexism, racialized sexism, and non-consent in media texts. Findings showed significant
variability in students in all three variables. The male group considerably underperformed both
the female and the non-binary/ trans/ agender in all three areas explored. In addition, a lack of
correlation between year and consent understanding was found, which suggests that the annual
SAPE training students receive does not appear to have a cumulative effect on students'
understanding of consent. Further, CML related to sex and sexuality and to consent were found
to predict consent understanding. Meaning, not only does the capacity to recognize nonconsent
in media predict consent understanding but students' recognition of sexually oppressive messages
in texts also predicts their understanding of consent.
Based on these findings, instructors and administrators should consider integrating
critical media literacy into SAPE programming. Critical media literacy teaches students to
become actively engaged media consumers, interrogate oppressive messaging, and work towards
dismantling the ideologies that perpetuate inequality and violence. Furthermore, critical media
literacy can contextualize students' consent understanding, effectively helping students
distinguish between sex and sexual assault and increasing the possibility that students enjoy
consensual and respectful sex and romantic relationships across their adult lives.
Conclusion
Feminists have long argued that patriarchy’s devaluation of women plays a significant
role in sexual assault (Katz, 2019). However, the individuals’ understanding of consent and
sexual assault also logically influences how intimate activity is approached, how laws are
written, what bills make it into law, how jury members vote and judges rule, and how sexual
assault victims are treated.
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We are consistently exposed to sexist media messaging, which implies, for example, that
women are repressed nymphomaniacs who just need the right beverage, hamburger, pickup line,
or whiff of cologne, and they are ready to have sex with any prospect. These messages impact
social attitudes and behavior. If a judge turns on their radio on his way to a trial and is exposed to
pro-rape ideology in music and then comes home and watches television programming, movies,
and commercials loaded with sexism and rape myths, it would likely impact his ruling on his
next rape case.
In the case of Kobe Bryant, had the general public better understood consent or been
conscious of the onslaught of sexist media dominating their televisions, maybe his victim would
not have been so relentlessly harassed. Had Luke Lazarus’s second judge better-understood
consent, maybe she would not have acquitted him on the grounds that he did not know the victim
did not consent.
In the case of Brock Turner, there was little confusion over the lack of consent. Two
onlookers witnessed him assaulting the unconscious woman behind a dumpster. Judge Aaron
Persky convicted Turner of three counts of felony sexual assault (Victor, 2016). However, Judge
Persky determined that “a prison sentence would have a severe impact” on the Stanford athlete
and thus sentenced him to a mere six-month jail time (Victor, 2016, para. 5). Judge Persky’s
sentence was within parameters of California law which specified that though rapists who use
physical force must serve prison time, rapists who sexually assault someone unconscious due to
intoxication can receive “a lesser sentence based on a judge’s discretion” (Edwards, 2016, para.
6). Such a law is based on the social norm (reinforced in the media) that drunk women are in part
responsible for being raped.
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However, the increasing public awareness of sexual assault ignited national fury over
Judge Persky’s sentencing. Shortly after the trial ended, jurors of a new case refused to serve on
a jury in his courtroom, and the prosecutor successfully removed him from a new sexual assault
case (Millner, 2016). Within weeks of the conviction, an orchestrated effort began to recall the
judge from the bench (Lopez, 2018). A Change.org petition drew over 1.3 million signatures
supporting the judge’s removal (Change.org, n.d.). The public outcry of the sentence prompted
two different bills to be drafted and passed in California only three months after Turner’s
conviction. AB 701 expanded California’s definition of “rape” to include all forms of sexual
assault, and AB 2888 requires mandatory minimum sentences for all convicted of sexually
assaulting an unconscious person (Edwards, 2016). And in 2018, thanks to significant public
rebuke, Persky became the first California judge to be recalled in over 80 years.
Turner’s actions and Judge Persky’s sentencing are explicit demonstrations of rape
culture in which the rapist gets only a slap on the wrist because the victim is assumed to be
partially to blame. However, with the growing awareness of sexual assault, many members of the
public were able to recognize and condemn this clear act of violence and injustice. However,
subtler forms of rape culture commonly take place with little fanfare, which is of little surprise
considering how much pro-rape messaging inundates popular media. Increasing the public
understanding of sexual violence has great power, as demonstrated in Turner’s case. But more
awareness of sexual violence is needed for change to occur.
Popular media subtly and systematically fuels sexual violence (Bourke, 2007; Harding;
2015; Katz; Murnen et al., 2002). However, critical media literacy has the power to shift the lens
through which people consume media transforming them from passive viewers to active,
engaged ones (Kellner & Share, 2007; Kellner & Share, 2019). If critical media literacy can help
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students identify and reject “fake news” (McDougall, 2019), then logically, it can also get
students to recognize news stories that garner sympathy for rapists and promote victim-blaming.
If critical media literacy has the power to help young people recognize media messages that
glorify risky sexual behavior (Pinkleton et al., 2008), it can also bring viewers awareness of the
subtle belittling of women that takes place in all facets of media. If critical media literacy can
help sensitize students’ recognition of gender-stereotypical occupations (Puchner et al., 2015), it
conceivably can help people recognize television programs and movies portraying sexist tropes
and propagating rape myths.
Findings from this study suggest that critical media literacy has the potential to help
people better understand consent in contextualized real-life scenarios. Moreover, it also has the
potential to garner attention to (and rejection of) the pervasive elements of rape culture that
saturate our society, better-positioning people to work towards dismantling it.
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Appendix A
Participant Recruitment Email
Complete a 15-minute survey for a chance to win a $20 gift card to Amazon!
I am an instructor here at _____, and a doctoral student at USF, studying college students'
perspectives on gender in the media. Students willing to take a short anonymous survey will have
a chance to win a $100 e-gift card to Amazon.com. Your answers to the survey are anonymous.
Once you have completed the survey, you will have the opportunity to enter a drawing. The
drawing will not connect your personal information with your survey responses.
https://csus.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_barS2m4nzDzb07s
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Appendix B
Survey Items

Constructs

Items

Response options

Source

The term “popular media” is used in this study to refer to advertisements, music
videos, film, commercials, and books that have become widely favored or admired.
Critical Media
Literacy
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the statements below?
(CMLSS) as
related to
stereotypical
I believe the media is neutral; Yes= 0
1
power
it does not encourage or
imbalances in
Maybe=0
discourage sexist beliefs in
romantic
relationships.
relationships
No=1
and consent
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)
2

Popular media is more likely
to depict women rather than
men as sexual objects.

Yes= 1
Maybe=0
No=0
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)

3

Popular media often portrays
women as sexy and in need of
men’s attention.

Yes= 1
Maybe=0
No=0
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)

4

How often do you pay
attention to the way

Always= 1
Frequently=.66

Item adapted from:
(Punchner, 2015)
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advertisements portray gender
in relationships?

Rarely=.33
Never=0
(Forced-response)

5

What are some myths about
rape that you have noticed are
common in popular media?

Open ended
(forced)

(An example could be that
popular media implies only
women are victims of sexual
assault).
6

I see a problem with the way
sexual assault is portrayed in
popular media.

Strongly agree= 1
Agree=.66
Disagree=.33
Strongly
disagree=0
(Forced-response)

6.5

If you agree that there is a
problem with the way sexual
assault is portrayed in popular
media, please tell me more
about why you agree.

Open-ended
(optional)

7

When I listen to music, I can’t Always= 1
help but pay attention to
Frequently=.66
whether lyrics are sexist or
not.
Rarely=.33
Never=0
(Forced-response)
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8

When I watch TV, movies,
and music videos, I pay close
attention to how gender and
race are portrayed in romantic
relationships.

Always= 1
Frequently=.66
Rarely=.33
Never=0
(Forced-response)

9

I feel popular media portrays
nonconsensual sexual activity
as sexy.

Yes= 1
Maybe=0
No=0
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)

10

I believe the media is neutral
and does not encourage or
discourage rape.

Yes= 0
Maybe=0
No=1
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)

11

How does popular media
affect sexual relationships in
society?

Open ended
(forced)

Do you agree with the statements below?
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12

I see oppressive messages
about sex in this image.

Yes= 1

Image obtained from:

Maybe=0

(Jha et al., 2017)

No=0
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)

12.5
Please tell me more about
your answer for the above
image.
13

I see oppressive messages
about sex in this image.

Open-ended
(optional)

Yes= 0

Image obtained from:

Maybe=0

(Equally Wed, 2021)

No=1
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)
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13.5
Please tell me more about
your answer for the above
image.
1.

14

I see oppressive messages
about sex in this image.

Open-ended
(optional)

Strongly agree= 9
Agree=9

Image obtained from:

Disagree=9

(Amazon.com, 2021)

Strongly
disagree=9
(Forced-response)

14.5
Please tell me more about
your answer for the above
image.

15

I see oppressive messages
about sex in this image.

Open-ended
(optional)

Yes= 1
Maybe=0
No=0
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)

15.5
Please tell me more about
your answer for the above
image.

Open-ended
(optional)

Image obtained from:
(Adewunmi, 2012).
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16

I see oppressive messages
about sex in this image.

Yes= 0
Maybe=0

Image obtained from:
(GE Appliances, 2002).

No=1
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)

16.5
Please tell me more about
your answer to the above
image.

17

I see oppressive messages
about sex in this image.

Open-ended
(optional)

Yes= 1
Maybe=0

Image obtained from:
(Adeevee, 2006).

No=0
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)

17.5
Please tell me more about
your answer for the above
image.
18

I see oppressive messages
about sex in this image.

Open-ended
(optional)

Yes= 1
Maybe=0
No=0
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)

Image obtained from:
(Vogue, 2006).
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18.5
Please tell me more about
your answer for the above
image.
19

I see oppressive messages
about sex in this image.

Open-ended
(optional)

Yes= 1
Maybe=0

Image obtained from:
(Armani Exchange,
2010).

No=0
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)

19.5
Please tell me more about
your answer for the above
image.

Open-ended
(optional)

Do you agree with the statements below?
20

Excerpt from “Rules of
Magic” (2017) by Alice
Hoffman. P. 40

Yes= 1
Maybe=2
No=3
I don’t know=4
(Forced-response)

Passage obtained from:
(Hoffman, 2018).
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“Then came an evening he
was seduced by someone
far more experienced, a
neighbor ... Mrs.
Russel...slipped one hand
down his jeans to entice
him. No one could call her
subtle, but Vincent was
drawn to rule breakers.
Who was he to deny her the
opportunity to defile him?
She told him it was only an
inappropriate flirtation; no
one could fault them for
that. After all, she had a
son his age who was away
at summer camp.
Vincent began climbing into
their neighbor’s window at
night. He learned far more
about sex on this summer
vacation than most fourteenyear-old boys learn in a
lifetime, for Mrs. Russell
seemed insatiable.
I read oppressive messages
about sex in this text.
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20.5 Please tell me more about
that. What do you notice
about the above text?
21

Excerpt from “The
Restaurant” (2020) by Pamela
Kelly p. 262

Open-ended
(optional)

Yes= 1
Maybe=0
No=0
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)

Paul smiled. “I love them,
thank you.”

He stood and pulled her into
his arms for a thank you hug.
And then surprised her by
lightly touching his lips to
hers ever so briefly for a kiss.
“Now don’t freak out. I just
wanted to thank you properly.
Well, that’s not entirely true. I
think you know I want more
than that. But I know you’re
not ready.”

This text sends oppressive
messages about sex.

Passage obtained from:
(Kelly, 2020).
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21.5 Please tell me more about
that. What do you notice
about the above text?

CU

Open-ended
(optional)

The next segment of questions is intended to get your opinion on what you consider to
be sexual consent.
22

How do you know when
someone is consenting to
sexual activity?

Open-ended
(forced)

In the following scenarios, imagine two people are making out and then the following
happens.
23

Do you think if a person takes
off their own clothes this
establishes consent for more
sexual activity?

Yes= 0
No=1
Depends=1
I don’t know=0

Item adapted from:
(Washington Post/Kaiser
Family Foundation,
2015).

(Forced-response)
24

Do you think if a person gets
a condom this establishes
consent for more sexual
activity?

Yes= 0
No=1
Depends=1
I don’t know=0

Item adapted from:
(Washington Post/Kaiser
Family Foundation,
2015).

(Forced-response)
25

Do you think if a person
ENGAGES IN FOREPLAY
SUCH AS KISSING OR
TOUCHING this establishes
consent for more sexual
activity?

Yes= 0
No=1
Depends=1
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)

Item adapted from:
(Washington Post/Kaiser
Family Foundation,
2015).
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26

Do you think if a person NODS Yes= 0
IN AGREEMENT this
No=1
establishes consent for more
Depends=1
sexual activity?

Item adapted from:
(Washington Post/Kaiser
Item adapted from:
(Washington Post/Kaiser
I don’t know=0
Family Foundation,
(Forced-response) 2015).

27

Do you think if a person does
not say “no” this establishes
consent for more sexual
activity?

Yes= 0
No=1
Depends=1
I don’t know=0

Item adapted from:
(Washington Post/Kaiser
Family Foundation,
2015).

(Forced-response)
28

Are you familiar with the Yes
Means Yes standard of
consent, meaning that both
parties must clearly agree
before engaging in sexual
activity, or not?

Yes, I know it
well= 1

Item adapted from:
(Washington Post/Kaiser
Yes, I know a little
Family Foundation,
bit about it=.5
2015).
No, I am not
familiar with it=0
(Forced-response)

A prostitute can be raped.
29

Yes=1
No=0

Item adapted from:
(Payne et al., 1999).

Maybe=0
I don’t know=0
(Forced-response)
30

If a woman is sexually
assaulted while she is drunk,
she is at least somewhat
responsible

Yes=0

for what happened.

I don’t know=0

No =1
Maybe=0

Item adapted from:
(Payne et al., 1999).
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Demo

31

What gender do you identify
as?

Agender
Gender Queer
Female
Male
Nonbinary
Trans
Other_____

______ (Please
describe in your
own words in next
question
(Forced-response)
31.5 Describe your gender identity. Open-ended
(forced-response
if “other” is
selected)
32

How would you describe your
sexual orientation?

Asexual
Bisexual
Gay
Heterosexual
Lesbian
Questioning
Prefer not to
answer
Heterosexual
Other (please
describe in your
own words in the
next question) __
(Forcedresponse)___
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32.5
Please describe your sexual
orientation

33

Open-ended
(forced-response
if “other” is
selected)
Yes, at CSUS

Are you a college/ university
student?

Yes, at
Sacramento City
College
Yes, at another
institution
No, I am not a
college/ university
student
(Forced-response)

33.5
If you are a student at another
college/ university, please
indicate which school you
attend
34

How many years have you
been in college/ university?

Open-ended
(forced-response
if “Yes, at another
institution” is
selected)
1
2
3
4
5
6
Over 6_____
Graduate Student
I am NOT
currently a
student
(Forced-response)
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35

How do you describe your
race/ ethnicity?

African
American/ Black
Asian/ Asian
American
Latino or
Hispanic
Multiracial
Other___
Pacific Islander
White
(Forced-response)

35.5 Please describe your race/
ethnicity.

Open-ended
(forced-response
if “other” is
selected)

36

___

How old are you?

(forced response)
37

Are you taking this survey in
connection with a class?

Yes
No
(Forced-response)

Categories used here
emulated racial
categories posted on the
university’s website
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Appendix C

Critical Media Literacy Sex Sexuality Scoring Guide for Question 5

What are some myths about rape that you have noticed are common in popular media?

Scoring Guide
Potential responses: victims ask for it by what they wear/ drink/ who they are with. Only
women are victims of assault. Only men are perpetrators. Men can’t control their sexual
urges. Stranger rape is the most common type of sexual assault. Excess alcohol consumption
causes rape
3

•
•
•

Sophisticated language and more than one example
One example plus additional explanation of why myth is invalid
If a minimum of 2 examples are provided (even simplistically)

2

•

Sophisticated language that restates example differently

1

•

If it repeats the examples (but in different words)

0

•
•

No response/ incoherent/ irrelevant
Repeats the example verbatim

.

•

No response
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Appendix D
Critical Media Literacy Sex Sexuality Scoring Guide for Question 11
How does popular media affect sexual relationships in society?
Scoring Guide
Potential responses: reinforces stereotypes, promotes harmful power imbalances, sets
norms, promotes sexual violence, creates harmful normative standards (impact), media is
influential how people act and feel in relationships, pigeonholes their roles (based on
sex/race)
3

•
•
•

Must be coherent/ clearly stated (no ambiguity)
Short but extremely/ clear well stated explanation of media impact
Critique of representation/stereotypes/norms (even if impact of representation is
not described)

2

•
•
•

Simply written; uses language related to power/ stereotypes
Some discussion of stereotypes/
Media is influential in shaping how people act and feel (does not provide details as
to why)

•
•
•
•
•

Vaguely connected to the topic (should not be higher than a 1)
vaguely/ unclearly addresses topic (is related to topic)
vague/ repeats the questions in different words
vague response indicating some influence
Uncritically acknowledges that media sends messages

•

Incoherent/ irrelevant to question

•

No response

1

0
.
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Appendix E
Critical Media Literacy Sex Sexuality Scoring Guide for Question 22
How do you know when someone is consenting to sexual activity?
Scoring Guide
4
Complete understanding of
Enthusiastic Affirmative Consent

•
•
•

Describes enthusiastic or verbal and non-verbal
communication of agreement
Understands consent can be withdrawn or revoked
Has nuance, clarity and detail

3
Yes means Yes +

•
•

Describes more than one aspect of yes means yes
Yes means yes must be explicitly stated

2
Partial understanding of
Affirmative Consent

•
•
•

Refers to “yes means yes” standard
Lacks clarity & nuance and detail
Yes means yes may be implied by how the
response is constructed

1
Limited understanding of
Consent

•

Indicating body language alone is sufficient to
indicate consent (use of “or”)
“No means no”
If there is any suggestion that someone’s mind can
be read

0
misunderstanding

•
•

Incoherent/ irrelevant
Describes rape (silence)

.

•

No response

•
•
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Appendix F
Critical Media Literacy Sex Sexuality Scoring Guide for Questions 12, 13, 15, 17, 18, and 19
Media Texts
Scoring Guide

3

•
•
•
•

Nuanced critique of images (in language or interpretation)
Description of power/ identity, deconstruction of power imbalances
Use sophisticated language and/or contains more than two or examples/ points
If there is a description of sexual violence in the media text, the respondent
articulates any of the following:
o Unwavering in description as sexual assault
o Identifies criminal behavior
o “Predator” or “Rapist”
o “Lack of consent”

2

•
•

Simple discussion of power (dominance/ subordination) or objectification
Implication or simple discussion of empowered identity
o Discussion of if it makes or breaks sexual norms or stereotypes
o Clothing can defy social gender norms
▪ “Any gender can wear this”
If there is a description of sexual violence in the media text, the respondent implies:
▪ Rape, assault, violence, force (or not)
▪ Noticing consent or nonconsent (for images with more than one
person)
▪ Indicating criminal/ or not
▪ “Unlawful because of his age”
▪ Double standard because he’s underage
▪ Identifies it is wrong but unclear as to why

•

1

•

Simplistic observation oppression/non-oppression
o Mentioning questionable sexual interaction but failing to identify
interaction as nonconsensual explicitly
o “Taking advantage”
o “Inappropriate”
o “He’s underage”

0

•
•
•

Incoherent/ irrelevant
Restating text without providing critique
Victim blaming (regardless of whatever else is said)

.

•

No response

